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Advertifement. 

THE Subftance of the following Diflertadon was 
delivered by the Author in the Courfe of hi< 
Ledures on Rhetorick and Belles-Lettres, in the Univer- 
fity of Edinburgh. At the Defire of feveral of his 
Hearers, he has enlarged, and given it to the Publick, in 
its preient Form. 

In this Diflertation, it is propofed, to make fome Ob- 
iervations on the ancient Poetry of Nations, particularly 

« 

the Runic and the Celtic j to point out riiofe Charaders of 
Antiquity, which the Works of Odian bear ; to give an 
Idea of the Spirit and Strain of his Poetry ; and after ap. 
plying the Rules of Criticifm to Fingal, as an Epic 
Poem, to examine the Merit of 0{lian*s Compoiitions in 
general, with Regard to Defcription, Imagery, and 
Sentiment. 
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Critical DISSERTATION 



ON THE 



POEMS OF OSSIAN, 



THE 



SON OF FINGAL. 



AMONG the monuments remaining of the ancient date of 
nations, few are more valuable than their poems or fongs. 
Hiftory, when it treats of remote and dark ages, is feldom 
very inftrudtive. The beginnings of focicty, in every country, are 
involved in fabulous confufion ; and though they were not, they 
would furnifh few events worth recording. But, in every period of 
fociety, human manners are a curious fpe£tacle ; and the moft natural 
pi6tures of ancient manners are exhibited in the ancient poems of 
nations. Thefe prefent to us, what is much more valuable than the 
hiftory of fuch tran factions as a rude age can afford, The hiftory of 
human imagination and paflion. They make us acquainted with 
the notions and feelings of our fellow-creatures in the moft artlefs 
ages ^ difcovering what objedts they admired, and what pleafures 
they purfued, before thofe refinements of fociety had taken place, 
^hich enlarge indeed, and diverfify the tranfa^ions, but difguife 
the manners of mankind. 

B Be£des 



2 A CRITICAL DISSERTATION 

Befides this merit, which ancient poems have with philofophicai 
obfcrvers of human natnre, they have another with p cr fo n s of taftc. 
They promife feme of the higheft beauties of poetical writing. Ir- 
regular and unpolifhed we may expeft the productions of unculti- 
vated ages to be ; but abounding, at the fame time, with that en«- 
thufiafm, that vehemence and fire, which are the foul of poetry. 
For many circumftances of thofe times which we call barbarous, are 
favourable to the poetical ipiriL That il:ate» in which borDan oatare 
(hoots wild and free, though unfit for other improvements, certainly 
encourages the high exertions of fancy and paflion. 

In the infancy of focieties, men live fcattered and difperfed, in the 
midft of iblitary rural icenes» where the beauties cf nature are. their 
chief entertainment. They meet with many obje^, to them new 
and (Irange ; their wonder and furprize are frequently excited ; and 
by the fudden changes of fortune occurring in their unfettled ftate 
of life, their paflions are raifed to the utmoft. Their paflions have 
nothing to reftrain them : their imagination has nothing to check it. 
They difplay thetnfelves to one aaother without difguife; and con- 
verfe and ad: in the uncovered fimplicity of nature. As their feelings 
are (Irong, fo their language, of itfelf, aflumes a poeticah turn« 
Prone to exaggerate, they describe every thing in the ftrongeft co- 
lours \ which of cour fe renders their fpeech pi<3urefqtt€ and figura- 
tive. Figurative language owes its rife chiefly to two caoies ; to tht 
want of proper names for ofaje£fcS| and to the influence c^ imagina-r 
tion and paflion over the form of expreifion. Both thefe caufes con* 
curr in the infancy of fbciety. Figures are commonly confidered aS' 
artificial modes of fpeech, devifed by orators and poets, after the 
worid bad advanced to a refined ftate. The contrary of tbis is the 
truth. « Men never have uiied fo many figures of Ayle, as in thoie 
rude ages» when, befides the power of a warm imagination to fug- 
geft lively images, the want of proper and precife terms for the ideas* 
diey would exprefsi obliged them to have recourfe to circumlociK- 
tton, metaphor, compariifofi, and all thofe fubftituted forms of ex- 
prelllon^ which give a poetical air to language. An American- 
chief, at this day, harangues at the head of his tribe, in a more - 
bold metaphorical ftyle, than a modern European would adventure 
to ufe in an Epic poem. 



ON THE POEMS OP OSSIAN. 3 

* In the progrefs of fociety, the genius and manners of men un- 
dergo a change more favourable to accuracy than to fprightlincfs and 
fublimity. As the world advances, the underftanding gains ground 
upon the invagination ; the underAanding is more exercifed ; the 
imagination* lefs. Fewer objefts occur that are new or furprizing. 
Men apply themfelves to trace the caufes of things; they corre^ 
and refine one another ; they fubdue or difguife their pafiions ; they 
form their exterior manners upon one uniform ftandard of politenefs 
and civility. Human nature is pruned according to method and 
rule. Language advances from fterility to copioufnefs, and at the 
fame time, from fervour and enthufiafro, to corrednefs and preci* 
iion. Style becomes more chafte ; but lefs .animated. The progrefs 
of the world in this refpeft re&mbles the progrefs of age in man. 
The powers of imagination are moft vigorous and predominant in 
youth I thofe of the underftanding ripen more Howly, and often at* 
tain not their maturity, tilltbe imagination begin to flag. Hence> 
poetry, which is the child of imagination, is frequently moft glow- 
ing and animated in the fir ft ages of fociety. As the ideas of our 
youth are remembered with a peculiar pleafure on account of their 
livelioefa and vivacity ; to the moft ancient poems have often proved 
the greateft favourites of nations. 

Poetry has been faid to be more ancient than profe : and bow« 
ever paradoxical fuch an ailertion may feem, yet, in a qualified 
fenfe, it is true. Men certainly never converfed with one another 
in regular numbers; but even their ordinary language would in 
ancient times, for the reasons before afligned, approach to a poeti- 
cal ftyle ; and the firft compofitions transmitted to pofterity, beyond 
doubt, were, in a literal fenfe, poems; that is, compofitions in 
which imagination had the chief hand, formed into fome kind 
of numbers, and pronounced with a muficaK modulation or tone. 
Mufick or fong has been found coa^val with fociety among the 
moft barbarous nations. The only fubjefts which could prompt 
men, in their firft rude ftate, to utter their thoughts in compofi- 
tions of any length, were fuch as naturally a^umed the tone of 
poetry ; praifes of their gods, or of their anceftors ; commemora- 
tions of their own warlike exploits ; or lamentations over their mif- 
fortunes. And before writing was invented, no other compofitions, 
except fongs or poems, could take fuch hold of the imagination and 

B 2 memory, 
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memory, as to be preferved by oral tradition^ and handed dowir 
from one race to another. 

Hence we may expeft to find poems among the antiquities of all 
nations. It is probable too, that an extcnfive fearch would difcover 
a certain degree of refemblance among all the mod ancient poetical 
produftions, from whatever country they have proceeded. In a 
iimilar flate of manners, fimilar objects and paflions operating upon 
the imaginations of men, will (lamp their produftions with the 
fame general charader. Some diverfity will, no doubt, be occa- 
iioned by climate and genius. But mankind never bear fuch re- 
fembling features, as they do in the beginnings of fociety. Its 
fubfequent revolutions give rife to the principal diftindions among 
nations; and divert, into channels widely fcparated, that current of 
human genius and manners, which defcends originally from one 
fpring. What we have been long accuftomed to call the oriental 
vein of poetry, becaufe fome of the earlieft poetical produdtions 
have come to us from the Baft, is probably no more oriental than 
occidental; it is charaderiftical of an age rather than a country -, and 
belongs, in fome meafure, to all nations at a certain period. Of 
this the works of Offian feem to furnifh a remarkable proof. 

Our prefent fubjedt^ leads us to inveftigate the ancient poetical 
remains, not fo much of the eaft, or of the Greeks and Romans, 
as of the northern nations ; in order to difcover whether the Gothic 
poetry has any refemblance to the Celtic or Galic, which we ara 
about to confider. Though the Goths, under which name we 
ufually comprehend all the Scandinavian tribes, were a people alto* 
gether fierce and martial, and noted, to a proverb, for their igno- 
rance of the liberal arts, yet they too, from the earlieft times, had 
their poets and their fongs. Their poets were diftinguifhed by the 
title of Scaldersy and their fongs were termed Vyfes.* Saxo Gram- 

maticusy 

* Glaus Wormius, in the appendix to 
his Treatife de Literatura Runica, has 
given a particular account of the Gothic 
poetry, commonly called Runic, from 
Runesy which fignifies the Gothic tetters. 
He informs us that there were no fewer 
than 136 diiFercnt heads of mcnfure or 
verfe ufed in their Vyfes j and though we 
are accuftomed to call rhyme a Gothic 



invention, he fays exprefly, that among 
all thefe meafures, rhyme, or correfp>on- 
dence of final fyllables, was never em« 
ployed. He analyfes the firuflure of one. 
of thefe kinds of verfe, that in which the 
poem cf Lodbrog, afterwards quoted, is 
written ; which exhibits a very fingulap 
fpecics of harmony, if it can be allowed 
that name, depending neither upon rhyme 

nor 
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maticus, a Danifh Hiftorian of confiderable note, who flouriflied in 
the thirteenth century, informs us that very many of thcfe fongs, 
containing the ancient traditionary ftories of the country, were found 
engraven upon rocks in the old Runic charafter ; feveral of which 
he has tranflated into Latin, and inferted into his Hiftory. But his 
verfions are plainly fo paraphraftical, and forced into fuch an imita- 
tion of the ftyle and the meafures of the Roman poets, that one 
can form no judgment from them of the native fpirit of the ori- 
ginal. A more curious monument of the true Gothic poetry is 
preferved by Olaus Wormius in his book dc Literatura Runica. It 
is an Epicedium, or funeral fong, compofed by Regner Lodbrog j 
and tranflated by Olaus, word for word, from the original. This 
Lodbrog was a king of Denmark, who lived in the eighth century, 
famous for his wars and vidtoriesj and at the fame time an emi- 
nent Scalder or poet. It was his misfortune to fall at laft into the 
hands of one of his enemies^ by whom he was thrown into priibn, 
and condemned to be deftroyed by ferpents. In this fituation he 
folaced himfelf with rehear fing all the exploits of his life. The 
poem is divided into twenty-nine ftanzas, of ten lines each ; and 
every ftanza begins with thefe words, Pugnavimus Enfibus, We 
have fought with our fwords. Olaus's vcrfion is in many places fo 
obfcure as to be hardly intelligible. I have fabjoined the whole be- 
low. 



nor upon metrical feet, or quantity of 
fyllablcs, but chiefly upon the number of 
the fyllables, and the difpofition of the let- 
ters In every ftanza was an equal 
number of lines : in every line fix fylla- 
bles. In each diftich, it was rcquifite 
that three words fliould begin with the 
fame letter; two of the corrcfponding 
words placed in the firft line of the dif- 
ttch, the third, in the fecond line. In 
each line were alfo required two fyllables, 
but never the final ones, formed either of 
the fame confonanis, or fame vowels. 
As an example of this mcafure, Olaus 
gives us thefe two Latin lines, conflruiled 
exadly according to the above utiles of 
•Runic vtrfc i 

Chriflus caput noftrum 
Coronet te bonis. 

The initial letters qf Chriflus, Caput 



and Coronet, make the three correfpon J- 
inglettersof the dirtich. In the firft line, 
the firft fyllablcs of Chriftus and of 
noftrum ; in- the fecond line, the en in 
coroner and in bonis make the requifitc 
correfpondence of fyllablcs. Frequent in- 
verfions and tranfpofitions were permitted 
in this poetry; which would naturally 
follow from fuch laborious attention to 
the collocation of words. 

The curious on this fubjeft may corr- 
fult likewife Dr. Hicks's Thefaurus Lin- 
guarum Septentrionalium ; particularly 
the 23d chapter of his Grammatica 
Anglo Saxonica & Mzefo Gothica; where 
they will find a full account of the ftrufif> 
turc of the Anglo-Saxon verfc,wHich nearly 
refembled the Gothic. They will find alfo 
fome fpecimcns both of Gothic and Saxon 
poetry. An extra^fl, which Dr. Hicks 
has given froai ihe work of ope of the- 
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low, exadly as he has publifted it ; and fhall tranilatc a$ much as 
may give the Englidi reader an idea of the fpirit and drain of this 
kind of poetry.* 



€t 



** We have fought with our fwords.— -I was young, when, to- 
wards the eaft, in the bay of Oreon, we made torrents of blood 
** flow, to gorge the ravenous beaft of prey, and the yellow* 
** footed bird. There refounded the hard fteel upon the lofty hel- 

" mcts 

Daniih Scalders, entitled, Hervarer Saga» 
containing an evocation from the dead, 
may be found in the 6th volume of Mif- 
cellany Poems, publiflicd by Mr. Dry- 
den. 



• I. 

Pugnavimus Enfibua 
Haud poft longum tempus 
Cum in Gotlandia acceffimus 
Ad ferpeotia immenfi necem 
Tuac impecravimus Thoram 
Ex hoc vocarunt n^e virum 
Quod ferpentem transfodi 
Hirfutam hraccam ob illam cedam 
Cufpide iQum intuli in colubium 
Ferro lucidorum fiipendiolrum. 

2. 

Multum juvems fui quando acquifivi- 

cnus 
Orientem verfus in Oreonico freto 
Vulncrum amnes avidae ferae 
£t flavipedi avi 
Accepimus ibidem fonucrunt 
Ad fublimes galeaa 
Dura* ferra magnam efcam 
Omnis crat oceaous vulnus 
Vadavit corvus in fanguine Casforum. 



Alte tullmus tunc lanceas 
Quando vigintt annos numeravimus 
Et celebrem laudemcomparavimuspaffim 
Vicimus oSto barones 
In oriente ante Dimini portum 
Aquilae impetravimus tone fufficientem 
Hofpitii fumptum in ilia ftrage 
Sudor decidit in vulnenim 
Oceano perdidit exercitus aetatem. 



Pugnae fa£la copia 

Cum Heifingtanos poftulavinuis 

Ad aulam Odini 

Naves direximus in oftium Viftube 

Mucro potuit turn mordere 

Omnis erat vulnus unda 

Terra rubefa£la Calido 

Frendebat gladius in loricas 

Gladius findebat Clypeos. 

Memint neminem tunc fugifle 
Priufquam in navibus 
Heraudiis in bello caderet 
Mon findit navibus 
Alius baro praefiandor 
Mare ad portum 
In navibus iongis poft ilium 
Sic attulit princeps paffim 
Alacre in bellum cor. 

6. 

Exercitus abjecit clypeos 
Cum hafta volavit 
Ardua ad virorum pedora 
Momdrdit Scarforum cautes 
Gladius in pugna 
Sanguineus erat Clypeus 
Antequam Rafno rex caderet 
Fluxit ex virorum capitibus 
Calidus in loricas fudor* 

7- 
Habere potuerunt turn corvi 

Ante Indirorum infulas 

Sufficientem praedam dilaniandam 

Acquifivimus feris carnivoris 

Plenum prandium unico afiu 

Difficile erat unius facerc mentionem 

Oriente fole 

Spicula vidi pungere 

Propulenmt arcus ex fe ferra. 
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♦* mets of men. The whole ocean was one wound. The crow 
" waded in the Wood of the flain. When we had numbered 
«• twenty years, we lifted our fpears on high, and etery where 
*' fpread our renown. Eight barons we overcame in the eaft, be- 
" fore the port of Diminum ; and plentifully we fcafted the eagle 

"in 
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s. 

Altum mugienmt enfet 
Antequam in Laneooamp^ 
Eiflinus rex cecidit 
Proceiliaiud auro ditati 
Ad terrain proftratomm dimicaiiAim 
Gladtus fecutc Ciypeorum 
Piduras in galearum convetitu 
Cervicum Riuftum eX vntneribns 
Diffufum per cvrebrum fifltim. 

9- 
Tenuimua Clypeos in fangciiiie 
Cum haftam unximus 
Ante Boring holmum 
Telorum nubes difrunipuntcIypeQai 
Extrufit arcus ex fe metaUom 
Volnir cecidit in confli£lu 
Non erat illo rex major 
Caefi difperft late per httora 
Ferx ampledebantur efcam* 

lO. 

Pugna manifefle crefeebaC 
Antequam Freyr rex caderet 
In Flandrorum terra 
Caepit caeruleus ad incidendum 
.Sanguine illitus in anreaoi 
Loricam in pugna 
Durus armorum mucro oUm 
Virgo deploravit matutinam lanicnam 
Multa praeda dabatur feris. 

II. 

Centies centetios vidt jacere 

In navibus 

Ubi i^nglanes vocatur 

Navigavimus ad pugnam 

Per fex dies antequam exercitus caderet 

Tranfegimus mucronum miffiuii 

In exortu folia 

Coa£lus eft pro noflris gladiis 

Valdiofur in bqllo occumbere» 



Ruit pTuvia fanguini^ de gladii» 
Praeccps in Bardafyrde 
Pallidum corpus pro accipitribua 
Murmuravit arcus ubi mucro 
Acriter mordebat Loricaa 
In conflidu 
Odini Pileus Galea 
Cucurrit arcus ad vulnus 
Venenate acutus confperfus fudore fail^ 
guineo. 

Tenuimus magica fcutt 
Alte in pugnae ludo 
Ante Hiadningum finuni 
Videre licuit tum viros 
Qui gladiis lateraruAt Ciypeo» 
In eladiatorio munnure 
Galeae attritae virorum 
Erat (icttt Tplendidam TirgtitefH 
In ledo juxta fe coUocarc 

'♦• 
Dura venit tempeftas Clypcia 

Cadaver cecidit in terram 

In Nortumbria 

Erat circa matutinum teinpus 

Hominibus necefltim erat fugcre 

Ex praelio ubi acute 

Caifidis campos mordebant gladii 

Erat hoc veluti Juvenem viduanft 

In primaria fcde ofculari. 

Herthiofe evaCt fortunatus 

In Auftralibus Orcadibus ipfe 

Vi£loriae in noftris hominibiM 

Cogebatur in armorum nimba 

Rogvaldus occumbere 

Ifte venit fuaimus 

Luflus in gladiornm I«do 

StrenueJaSabat concuflbr 

Galeae languinis teli^ , ^^ 
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" in that flaughter. The warm ftream of wounds ran into the 
" ocean. The army fell before us. When we fleered our (hips 
" into the mouth of the Viftula, we fent the Helfingians to the 
*« Hall of Odin. Then did the (word bite. The waters were all 
** one wound. The earth was dyed red with the warm ftream. 

" The 



i6. 

Quilibct jacebat tranfvcrfim fupra alium 
Gaudebat pugna \xtu3 
Accipiter ob gladiorum ludum 
Non fecit aquilam aut aprum 
Qui Irlandiam gubernavit 
Conventus fiebac ferri & Clypci 
Marllanus rex jejunis 
Flebat in vedrae fmu 
JPrxda data corvis. 

17- 
Bellatorem multum vidi cadere 
Mane ante machseram 
Virum in mucronum dif&dio 
Filio meo incidit mature 
Gladius juxta cor 
Egillus fecit Agnerum fpoliatum 
Imperterritum virum vita ^ 
Sonuit lancea prope Hamdi 
Grifeam loiicam fplendebant vexilla. 

i8. 

V^rborum tenaccs vidi diflecare 

Haut minutim pro lupis 

Endill maris enfibus 

Erat per Hebdomadae fpacium 

Quafi mulicres vinum apportarenC 

Rubefaflae erant naves 

Valde in ftrepitu armorum 

Scifla erat lorica 

In Scioldungbrum praelio. 

19. 
Pulchricomum vidi crepufculafcere 
Virginia amatorem circa maiutinum 
£t confabulationis amicum viduarum 
Erat ficut calidtim balneum 
Vinei vafis nympha portarct 
Nos in llae freto 
Antiquam Orn rex cadcret 
Sanguineum Clypeum vidi ruptum 
Hoc invcrtit virorum vium. 



20. 

Egimus gladiorum ad caedem 
Ludum in Lindis infula 
Cum regibus tribus 
Pauci potuerunt inde laetari 
Cecidit muhus in ri£lam ferarum 
Accipiter dilaniavit carnem cum lupo 
Ut fatur inde difcederet 
Hybernorum fanguis in oceanum 
Copiofe decidit per madationis tempus. 

21* 

Alte gladius mordebat Clypeos 
Tunc cum aurei coloris 
Hafta fricabat loricas 
Videre licuit in Onlugs infula 
Per fecula multum poft 
Ibi fuit ad gladiorum ludos 
Reges proceflerunt 
Rubicundum erat circa infulam 
Ar volans Draco vulnerum. 

22. 

Quid eft viro forti morte certius 
Eifi ipfe in armorum nimbo 
Adverfus collocatus At 
Saepe deplorat aetatem 
Qui nunquam premitur 
Malum ferunt timidum incitare 
Aquilam ad gladiorum ludum 
Meticulofus venit nufpiam 
Cordi fuo ufui. 

Hoc numero aequum ut procedat 

In contadu gladiorum 

Juvenis unus contra alterutn 

Non retrocedat viraviro. 

Hoc fuit viri fortis nobilitas did 

Semper debet amoris amicus virginum 

Audax eflc in fremitu armonimt 



24< 



^1 



ON THE POEMS OF O S S I A N. 



<c 



%< 



^^ The fword rung upon the coats of mail, and clove the bucklers 
in twain* * None fled on that day, till among his (hips Heraudus 
fell. Than him no braver baron cleaves the fea with fhips; a 
*• chearful heart did he ever bring to the combat. Then the hoft 
** threw away their (hields, when the uplifted fpear flew at the 
^< breads of heroes. The fword bit the Scarfian rocks i bloody 
'^ was the (hield in battle, until Rafno the king was flain. From 
the heads of warriors the warm fweat ftreamed down their ar- 
mour. The crows around the Indirian iflands had an ample 
prey. It were difBcult to fingle out one among fo many deaths. 
At the rifing of the fun I beheld the fpears piercing the bodies of 
foes, and the bows throwing forth their fleel-pointed arrows. 
** Loud roared the fwords in the plaitis of Lano. — The virgin long 
^^ bewailed the ilaughter of that morning.'' — In this ftrain the poet 
continues to defcribe feveral other military exploits. The images 
are not much varied ^ the noife of armsj the dreaming of blood, and 
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24. 
Hoc videtur mihi re vera 
Quod fata fequtmur 
Rarus tranfgrcditar fataParcaritm 
Non deftinavi £llae 
De vita exicu mcae 

Cum ego fanguinem remimortuus tegerem 
£t naves in aquas protruft 
Pafffim impetravtmus turn fens 
Efcain in Scotie finutNis. 

as- 
Hoc ridere me facit Temper 

Quod Balderi patris fcamna 

Parata fcio in aula 

Btbemus cercvifiam brevi 

£x concavis crateribus craniorum 

Non gemit vir fortts contra moFtem 

Magnifici in Odini domibus 

Non venio defperabundia 

Verbis ad ^ini aulam* 

26. 
Hie vellent nunc omnes 
Ftlii Aflaugas gladiis 
Amarum l^lium excitare 
Si exade fcirent ' 

Calamitates nofiras 
Quem non pauci angues 
Venenati me difcerpont 
Matrem accepi meis 
i^iliis ita ut corda valeant* 



a?. 
VaUe indinatur ad hsereditatem 
Crudele ftat nocumentum a vipera 
Anguis inhabltat aulam cordis 
Speramus alterius ad Othini 
Virgam in Ellae fanguine 
Filiis meis livefcet 
Sua ira rubefcet 
Non acres juvenes 
Soffionem tranquillam facient. 

a8« 
Habeo quinqnagies 
Prxlia fub fignis fa6la 
Ex belli inviutione & femel 
Minime putavi hominum 
Qaod me futurus eflet 
Juvenis didici mucronem mbefaceve 
Alius rex prarflantior 
Nos Afae invitabunt 
Non eft lugeoda mors. 

29. 

Tert animus finire 
Invitant me Dyfae 
-Quas ex Othini Aula 
Othinus iriihi mifit 
Laetus cerevifiam cum Afit 
In fumma fede bibam 
Vitae elapfae funt hom 
Ridens moriar. 
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the feaftihg the birds of prey, often rcctlrnng; He Aientions the death 
of two of his fons in battle-, and ^he hnwntation he dcfcribes as made 
for one of them is very Angular. A Grecian or Roman poet would 
have introduced the virgins or nymphs of the wood, bewailing the un- 
timely fall of a young hero. But, fays our Gothic poet, ** when 
•• Rogvaldus was flavn, for him mourned all th?hawk$ of heaven," 
afr lamenting a bcnefafitor who had fo liberally fupplied them with 
prey j •' for boldly,'* as he add*s,' ** In the ftrife of iVords, did the * 
^' breaker of helmets throw the fpear of blood.'* 

«• - • 

The poem concludes with fen timents of the higheft bravery and 
contempt of death. ** What is more certain to the brave man than 
*• death, though amkift the ftorm of fwords, he ftand always ready 
to oppofeit? He only regrets this life who hath never known 
diftrefs. The timorous man allures the devouring eagle to the 
** field of battle. The coward, wherever he comes, is ufelefs to him- 
** felf. This 1 efteem honourable, that the youth (hould advance to 
•* the combat fairly matched one againft another ; nor man retreat 
from man. Long was this the warrior's higheft glory. He who 
afbires to the love of virgins, ought always to be foremoft in the roar 
" or arms. It appears to me of truth, that we are led by the Fates. 
«* Seldom can any overcome the appointment of dcftiny. Litde did 
'* I forefee that Ella * was to have my life in bis hands, in that day 
'* when fainting Icopc^aUd t&y blood, and pufhed forth my (hips into 
** the waves ; after we had fpread a repaft for the beafls of prey 
** throughout the Scottiflii bays. But this makies me always rejoice 
«* that in the halls of our father Balder [or Odin] I know there are 
** feats prepared^ wh,ere, in a (hort time, we fliaU be drinking ale 
" out of the hoUow flfiuUs of our enemies. In the houfe of the 
^^ mighly- Odin, no bravje liian laments death. I come not with the 
** voice of defpair to Odin's hall. How eagerly would all the (bos 
•' of Aflauga now rulh to war, did they know the diftrefs of their 
'^ father, whom ^multitude of venomous ferpents tear! I have given 
" to my children a mpther who hath filled their hearts with valour. 
*' I am faft approaching to my tnd. A cruel death awaits me from 
*^ the viper's bite. A fnake dwells in the midft of my heart. I 
** hope that the fword of fome of my fons fliall yet be ftained with 
<< the blood of Ella, The valiant youths will wax red with anger, 
«« and will not fit ii» peace* Fifty and one times have I reared the 

* This was the name of his enemy who bad condemned Him to death. 

c . *' ftandard 
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^ ftandard in battle. In my youth I learned to dye the fwoVd in 
^' blood : my hope was then, that no king among men would be 
** more renowned than me. The goddeffcs of death will now 
foon call me ; I mufl not mourn my death. Now I end my 
fong. The goddefies invite me away; they whom Odin has fent 
to roe from his hall. I will fit upon a lofty feat, and drink ale 
joyfully with the goddefles of death. The hours of my life are 
^ run out. I will fmile when I die." 

This is fuch poetry as we might expe£t from a barbarous nation* 
It breathes a moft ferocious fpirit. It is wild, harfli and irregular i 
but at the fame time animated and ftrong ; the ilyie, in the original^ 
full of inverfions, and, as we learn from fome of Olaus^s notes, 
highly metaphorical and figured. 

But when we open the works t£ Oilian, a very difFerent fcene 
prcfents itfelf« Tho-e we find the .fire and the eqthuiiafm of the 
moft early times, combined with an amazing degree of regularity 
and art. We find tender nefs, and even delicacy of ientiment, greatly 
predominant over fieroenefs and barbarity. Our hearts*^ are melted 
with the fofteft feelings, and at the fame time elevated Vi^ith tb« 
higheft ideas of magnanimity, generofity, and true her oifin. When 
we turn from the poetry of Lodhrog to that of Ofiian, it is like 
pafiing from a favage defart, into a fertile and cultivated country. 
How is this to be accounted for ? Or by what means to "be recon- 
ciled with the remote antiqiuty attributed to thefe poems P This^ii a 
curiotts point ; and requires to be i^luftrated, 

ft 

r 

That the ancient Scots were of Celtic original, is pad all doubt. 
Their conformity wkh the Celtic nations in* language, nntnflers and 
religion, proves it to a full demooftration. The Ceftas, a great 
and mighty people, altogether diftindl from the Goths and Teu- 
tones, once extended their dominion over all the weft of Europe $ 
but feem to have had their moft full and confipleat eftiablrfhment in 
Gaul. Wherever the Celtas or Gauls afe mentioned bv ancient wri- 
terSr we feldom fail to hear of their Druids and their &u:ds ; the ia« 
ftitutbn of which two orders, was the capital diftindion of their man« 
ners and policy. The Drtiids were their philofophers and priefts ; 
the Bards, their poets and recorders o^ heroic actions : And both 
thefe orders of men, feem to have fubfifted anM)fig them, as chief 

C 2 members 
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members of tlie ftate, from time immemorial ^. We mud nop 
therefore imagine the Celtic ta have bqen altogether a grofs and ruder 
nation. They poffeiTed from very remote ages a formed fyilem of 
diicipline and manners, which appears to have had a deep and laft-* 
ing influence. Ammianus Marcellinus gives them this exprefs tefti* 
mony, that there flouri(hed among them the ftudy cfthe mod laud* 
able arts ; introduced by the Bards, whofe office it was to flng ia« 
heroic verfe, the gallant adtions of illuftrious menj and by the 
Druids, who lived together in colleges or focieties, after the Py thago* 
real) manner, and philofophizing upon the higheft fubjcds, aflcpted\ 
the immortality of the human foul. -(*• Though Julius Csfar in his^. 
account of GauU doe& not exprefly mention the Bards, yet it is plairi' 
that under the tide of Druids, he comprehends that whole college 
or order ; of which the Bards, who, it is > probable,^ were the dif-^ 
ciples of the Druids, undoubtedlv made a part. It deferves remark,, 
that according to his account^ the Druidiod. inilitution firft took rife^ 
in Britain, and paiTed from thence into Gaul ; fo that they who af« 
pired to be thorough mafters of that learning were wont to refort to^ 
Britain. He adds too, that fuch as were to. be initiated" among tha 
Druids, were; obliged te commit to their memory a great number of 
verfes, infomuch that fome erapbyed twenty years in this courfe of 
education ; and that they did not think it lawful to record thefcr 
poems in writing, but facredly handed them, down by tradition froo^. 
race to tace :{;^. 

Soiftoong* was the attachment of the Celtic nations to their poetry^ 
and their Bards, that amidft all the changes of their government and^ 
manners, even long after the order of the Druids, was extind,. 

& Dmidas. Et 

vironim illuftriuin. 

verfibus cum dul- 

£'iri waf Svriuf Kott xoiDT»i fMihSfy cibiis I^rae modolis cantitarunt. Euhager 

is 0a^«f ov7/Mi^i«^ur, 8r#« JS»r|tArr' ifyd" rtto (crutantcB rcriem & fiibliinia naturae 

tmy TM Xp0«k oMOiivir, 3; f4j» ui4iwri, U pandere conabantur. Inter hof , Dniidae 

ft ^M-^/Mvo-i. Diodor. Sicul. 1. 5. ingeniis celfiores, ut audloritat Pythagoraci 

Ta ii cauwiAoret aurwit i iO'iv ai xoXv- decrevit,rodatitiisadftrifiicon(brtiis, qu2f- 

^tM«|3a^Jai. wmwretH^otrvfyaifiTi fAir tionibas aitarum occdtarumque Tcvia^ 

iint Incumlt Xi}^mtk. * Pofictonitia ap« ereAi Aint ; & defpefbntes hiimana pro-^ 

Atbenxum, L 6. nuntiarunt animas immoitales. Anun*, 

t Per haec loca (fpeaking of Gaul) Marcellinus, 1. 15. capi 9. 
bominibus pauhtim excaltis, vigmn ftn- % Vid, Caefar de bellQ Gall. lib. 6* 
Ha. ktiMUimn' ibSriMonmi inchoata 
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and the nattonal religion altered^ the Bards continued to flourKh';- 
not as a fct of ftroUing fongfters, like the Greek *Aoi^ot or Rhapfb- 
difts, in Homer*s time, but as an order of men highly refpe<3:ed in 
the ftate, and fiipported by a pablick eflablifliment. We find 
^hem, according to the teftimonies of Strabo and Diodorus, before 
the age of Augnftus Casfar ; and we find them remaining under the 
£imename, and exercifing the fame fundbidns as of old, in Ireland^ 
and in the north of Scodand, almoft down to our own times. It is 
well known that in both thefe countries, every Regulus or chief had 
his own Bard, who was confidered as an officer of rank in his court > 
and had lands afligned. him, whichdefcendcd' to hiis family. Of the 
honour in which the Bards were held, many inf^ances occur in 
Ofiian's poems. On all important occafions, they were the ambafia*- 
dors between contending chiefs ; and their perfons were held facKd.. 
Cairbar feared to (Iretch his fword to the bards, though hrs foul 
was dark.— *-Loofe the bards, faid his brother Cathmor, they are 
the foas of other times. Their voice (hall be heard in other 
•• wJhen-the kings of Temora have failed *." 

From all thi$> the Celtic tribes clearly, appear to have been ad« 
diOttd in fo high a degree to poetiy, and to have made it fa much, 
their ftudy from the eadieft times^ as may remove our. wonder at 
meeting with a vein of higher poetical refinement among them, thaa 
was at firft fight to have been expe Aed among nations, . whom we 
are accuftomedto call barbarous. Barbarity,,! muftobferve,, is a. 
very equivocal term; it admits of!many dififerent forms and degrees;,, 
and though, in all of them, it exclude pblifhed manners^ it is, how-^ 
ever, not inconfiftent with generous fentiments and tender afilec-* 
tioas 'f; What degrees of friendfhip,. love and heroiim^^ixiay poP 

fibly 
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f Surely among ibt wild Eapl^nderr, 
if any where, barbarity is in its mod per- 
fefl ftatc. Vet their love fongs which 
Scheffer has ^ven us in his Lapponia, arc 
a proof that natural tendernefs of fentiment 
nay be found in a country, into which the 
fea(l glimmering of foience has never pe- 
netrated. To moft. Englifli readers thefe 
fongs are well known by the elegant 
tunfllitioiis of them ia the cpedator. No, 



366 and '4otf. I ihall fubjoin SchefferV 
Latin verfion of one of them, which has 
the appearance of being ftridly literal. 

Sol, cliiriffimum emitte lumen in palu- 
dtfm Orra. Si ehifus infumma picearum 
cacumina fcirem me viftirum Orra palu- 
dem, in ea eniterer, ut viderem inter quoa ■ 
arnica mea efletflores; omnes fufcinderem^ 
frutices ibi enatos, omnes ramos praefe-* 
carem, hos virentes^ramos. Curfum nu*- 
bium cilcin fecutus, qu« iter fuum infti- 
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fibly be found to prevail in a rude ftatc of fociety, no one can fay. 
Aftoni(hing inftanccs of them we know, from hiftory, have fome- 
times appeared : and a few chara(%ets diftinguiihed by thofe high 
qualities, might lay a foundation for a fet of manners being intro- 
duced into the fongsof the Bards, more refined, it is probable, and 
exalted» according to the ufual poetical licence, than the real manners 
pf the country. In particular, with refpedt to heroifm ; the great 
employment of the Celtic bards, was to delineate the charaders, 
and fing the praifes of heroes. So Lucan ; 

Vos quoque qui fortes animos, belloque peremptos, 

Laudibus in longum vates difFunditis aevum 

Piurima fecuri fudiftis carmina Bardi. Pbarf. 1. i . 

Now when we confider a college or order of men, who, cfultivating 
poetry throughout a long feries of ages, had their imaginations con- 
tinually employed on the ideas of heroifm ; who had all the poems 
and panegyricks, which were compofed by their predecefTors, handed 
down to them with care; who rivalled and endeavoured to outftrip 
thofe who had gone before them, each in the celebration of his 
particular hero ; is it not natural to think, that at length the cha- 
rafter of a hero would appear in their fongs with the higheft luftre, 
and be adorned with qualities truly noble ? Some of the qualities 
indeed which diflinguifh a Fingal, moderation, humanity, and cle- 
mency, would not probably be the firft ideas of heroifm occurring 
to a barbarous people : But no fooner had fuch ideas begun to dawn 
on the minds of poets, than, as the human mind eafily opens to the 
native reprefcn tat ions of human perfedlion, they would be feized and 
embraced ; they would enter into their panegyricks j they would af- 
ford materials for fucceeding bards to work upon, and improve ; 



tuunt verfus paludem Orra, li ad te volare 

Stoflem alisy cornicum alis. Sed mihi de* 
unt alar, alse querquedula?, pedefque, an- 
fenim pedes plantsve bonse, quae deferre 
me valeant ad te. Satis expe<Stafti diu ; 
per tot dies, tot dies tuos optimos, oculis 
tuis jucundifiimis, corde tuo amicifTimo.' 
Quod fi longiflimc vcllcs cffugere, cito 
tamen te confequerer* Quid fermius 
validiufve efle potefi quam contortl ncrvi. 



catenaeve ferreae, quae duriflxme ligant? 
Sic amor contorquet caput noftrum, mutac 
cogitationes & fcntentiaa. Puerorum vo- 
luntas, voluntas venti \ juvenum cogita- 
tiones, longae cogitationes. Quos fi au« 
direm omnes, a via, a via jufta decli- 
narem. Unum efi confilium quod ca- 
piam ; ita fcio viam re£liorem me reper- 
turumt Schefferi Lapponia, Cap. 25.. 

they 
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they would contribute not a little to exalt the publick manners. 
For fuch fongs as thefe, *fantiiliar to the Celtic warriors from their 
childhood^ and throughout their whole life, both in war and in 
peace, their principal entertainmenti muft have had a very confi- 
derable influence in propagating among them real manners nearly 
approaching to the poetical > and in forming even fuch a hero as 
Fingal. Efpecially when we confider that among their Umited 
objefts of ambition, among the few advantages which in a favagc 
flate^ man could obtain over man, the chief was Fame, and that Im- 
mortality which they expected to receive from their virtues and ex- 
ploits, in the fongs of bards *f** 

Having made thefe remarks on the Celtic poetry and Bards in ge- 
neral, I (hall next confider the particular advantages which Oflian 
poflefled. He appears clearly to have lived in a period which en-* 
joyed all the benefit I jufl now mentioned of traditionary poetry. 
The exploits of Trathal, Trenmor, and the other anceflors of Fin- 
gal, are fpoken of as familiarly known. Ancient bards are frequently 
alluded to. In one remarkable paflage, OfHan defcribes himfelf as 
living in a fort of clailical age, enlightened by the memorials of for-* 
mer tinies, conveyed in the fongs of bards ; and points at a period 
of darknefs and ignorance which lay^yond the reach of tradition.^ 
•* His words," fays he, " came only by halves to our ears ; they 
" were dark as the tales of other times, before the light of the fong 
" arofe J." Offian, himfelf, appears to have been endowed by na- 
ture with an exquifite fenfibility of heart ; prone to that tender me- 
lancholy which is fo often an attendant on great genius ; and fuf- 
ceptible equally of flrong and of foft emotions. He was net only a 
profcfTed bard, educated with care, as we may cafily believe, to all 
the poetical art then known, and connected, as he (hews us himfelf, 
in intimate friendfhip with the other contemporary bards, but a war- 
rior alfo 5 and the fon of the moft renowned hero and prince of his 
age. This formed a conjunction of circumftances, uncommonly fa- 
vourable towards exalting the imagination of a poet. He relates ex- 
peditions in which he had been engaged ', he fings of battles in 

f When Edward f« conquered Wales, the people ; and of what nature he judged 

he put to death all the Welch bards, that influence to be. The Welch bards 

This cruel policy plainly ihews, how were of the fame Celtic race with the 

great an influence he imagined the fongs Scottiih and Iri(b. 
of thefe bards to have over the minds of t ^' i^'* 

which 
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%vhfch he had fought and overcome ; he had beheld the mod illuf- 
trious fcenes which that age could exhibit, both of heroifm in war, 
.and magnificence in peace. For however rude the magoificence 
of thofe times may feem to us, we mud remember that all ideas of 
magnificence are comparative ; and that the age of Fingal was an 
aexa of diflinguifhed fplendor in that part of the world. Fingal 
reigned over a confiderable territory ; he was enriched with the 
fpoils of the Roman province; he was ennobled by his victories and 
rgreat adtions ; and was in all refpefts a perfonage of much higher 
-dignity than any of the chieftains, or heads of Clans, who lived in the 
iame country, after a more extenfive monarchy was eflablifhed* 

s 

The manners of Qflian's age, fo far as we can gather them from 
his writings, were abundantly favourable to a poetical genius. The 
two difpihting vices, to which Longinus imputes^ the decline of 
poetry, covetoufnefs and effeminacy, were as yet unknown. The 
cares of men were few. They lived a roving indolent life i hunting 
and war their principal employments; and their chief amufements, 
the mufick of bards and ^* the feaft of fhells." The great obje£i: pur- 
fued by heroic fpirits, was '* to receive their fame," that is, to become . 

'Worthy of being celebrated in the fongs of bards; and '^ to have '^ 

'* their name on the four gray ftones." To die, unlamented by a 
bard, was deemed fo great a misfortune, as even to difturb their 
ghofts in another flate. After death, they expeded to follow em- 
ployments of the fame nature with thofe which had amufed them on 
«arth ; to ily with their friends on clouds, to purfue airy deer, and 
to liften to their praife in the mouths of bards. In fuch times as 
thefe, in a country where poetry had been fo long cultivated, and fo 
highly honoured, is it any wonder that among the race and fucceffion 
of bards, one Homer (hould arife ; a man who, endowed with a na- 
tural happy genius, favoured by peculiar advantages of birth and 
condition, and meeting in the courfe of his life> with a variety of 
incidents proper to fire his imagination, and to touch his heart» 
(hould attain a degree of eminence in poetry, worthy to draw the 
admiration of more refined ages ? 

The compofitions of Oflian are fo ftrongly marked with charac- 
ters of antiquity, that although there were no external proof to fup- 
port that antiquity, hardly any reader of judgment and tafle, could 
hefitate in referring th* m to a very remote aera. There are* four 
gceat images through which men fucceflively pafs In the progrefs of 

fociety. 
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fociety. The firfl: and earlieft is the life of hunters ; pafturagc fuc- 
cecds to this, as the ideas of property begin to take root; next, agri- 
culture ; and laftly, commerce. Throughout Offian's poems, wc 
plainly find ourfelves in the firft of thefe periods of fociety ; during 
which, hunting was the chief employment of men, and the principal 
method of their procuring fubfiftencc. Pafturage was not indeed' 
wholly unknown ; for wc hear of dividing the herd in the cafe of a 
divorce* 5 but the allufions to herds and to cattle are not many; and 
of agriculture, we find no traces. No cities appear to have been built 
in the territories of Fingal. No art is mentioned except that of work- 
ing in iron. Every thing prefents to us the mod limple and un- 
improved manners. At their feafts, the heroes prepared their own 
repaft s they fat round the light of the burning oak ; the wind lifted 
their locks, and whiftled through their open halls. Whatever was 
beyond the neceffaries of life was known to them only as the fpoil of 
the Roman province; " the gold of the ftranger; the lights of the 
** ftranger ; the fteeds of the ftranger, the children of the rcin'-f ." 

This reprefentatton of Oflian's times, muft ftrike us the more, as 
genuine and authentick, when it is compared with a poem of later 
date, which Mr. Macpberfon has preferved in one of his notes. It 
is that wherein five bards are reprefehted as pafiing the evening in the 
houfe of a chief, and each of them feparately giving his defcription 
of the night %. The night fcenery is beautiful ; and the author has 
plainly imitated the ftyle and manner of Oflian : But he has allowed 
fomc images to appear which betray a later period of fociety. For 
we meet with windows clapping, the herds of goats and cows feek- 
ing fhelter, the fhepherd wandering, corn on the plain, and the 
wakeful hind rebuilding the ihocks of corn which had been over- 
turned by the tempeft. Whereas in Oflian's works, from beginning 
to end, all is confiftent ; no modern allufion drops from him ; but 
every where, the fame face of rude nature appears; a country 
wholly uncultivated, thinly inhabited, and recently peopled. The 

* P. 31. litter; and the gems mentioned in thcdc- 

f The chariot of Cuchullin has been fcriptton, are no other than the (hining 

thought by fome to be reprefented as more ftones or pebbles, known to be frequently 

magnificent than is confident with the po- found along the weflern coaft of Scotland. 

' verty of that age; in Book I. of Fingal. % P. 253. 



Cut this chariot is plainly only a horfe- 
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grafs of the rock, the flower of the heath, the thiftle with its 
beard, are the chief ornaments of his landfcapes. ** The defart/** 
(ays Fingal, *^ is enough to me, with all its woods and deer." * 

The circle of ideas and tranfadtioDS, is no wider than fuits fuch 
an age : Nor any greater diverfity introduced into charadters, thaiy 
the events of that period would naturally difplay. Valour and bo- 
dily (Irength are the admired qualities. Conteniions arife, as is- 
ufual among favage nations, from the flighted caufes. To be af« 
fronted at a tournament, or to be omitted in the invitation to a 
feaft, kindles a war. Women are often carried away by force ; 
and the whole tribes as in the Homeric times, rife to avenge the 
wrong. The heroes ihow refinement of fentimcnt indeed on feve- 
ral occafions, but none of manners. • They fpeak of their paft ac- 
tions with freedom, boad of their exploits, and fing their owa 
praife. In their battles, it is evident that drtims^ trumpets or bag« 
pipes, were not known or ufed. They had no expedient lor giving 
the military alarms but (hiking a ihield, or raifing a loud cry: And 
hence the loud and terrible voice of Fingal is often mentioned, as a 
neceifary qualification of a great general ; like the ISafju dyctdoc MBvsXccog: 
of Homer. Of military difcipline or fkill, they appear to have been 
entirely deftitute. Their armies feem not to have been numerous ; 
their battles Were diforderly ; and terminated, for thenioft part, by a 
perfonal combat, or wreftlingof the two chiefs 5 after which, " the 

bard fung the fong of peace, and the battle ceafed along the 
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The manner of compofition bears all the marks of the greatest 
antiquity. No artful transitions -, nor full and extended conhcdion 
of parts; fuch as we find among the poets of later times, whtn or- 
der and regularity of compofition were more fludied and known ;, 
but a ftyle always rapid and vehement ; in narration concife, even 
to abruptnefs, and leaving feveral circumftanccs to be fupplied by 
the reader's imagination. The language has all that figurative caft, 
which, as I before fliewed> partly a glowing and undifciplined ima- 
gination, partly the fterility of language, and the want of proper 
terms, have always introduced into the caily fpeech of nations 5 and 
io feveral refpedls, it carries a remarkable rcfemblance to the ftyle 

* Page 78.. t Page 140. 
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of the Old Tcftament. It dcfcrves particular notice, as one of the 
moft genuine and decifive charaders of antiquity, that very few ge- 
neral terms or abftraiS ideas, are to be met with in the whole col- 
le(5tion of Offian's works. The ideas of men at firf^, were all par- 
ticular. They had. not words to exprefs general conceptions. 
Thefe were the confequence of more profound refledion, and lon- 
ger acquaintance with the arts of thought and of fpeech. Oflian, 
accordingly, almoft never expreffes himfelf in the abftradt. His 
ideas extended little farther than to the objects be faw around him. 
A publick, a community, the univerfe, were conceptions beyond 
his fphere. Even a mountain, a fea, or a lake, which he has oc* 
caiion to mention, though only in a iimile, are for the mofl part 
particularized ; it is the hill of Cromla, the ftorm of the fea of Mai- 
mor, or the reeds of the lake of Lego. A nK)de of expreflion, 
which whilft it is charadteriflical of amient ages, is at the fame time, 
highly favourable to defcriptive poetry. For the fame reafons, per- 
fonification is a poetical figure not very common with Oflian. In- 
animate objeds, fuch as winds, trees, flowers, he fbmetimes per- 
fonifies with great beauty. But the perfonifications which are fo 
familiar to later poets of Fame, Time, Terror, Virtue, and the reft of 
that clafs, were unknown to our Celtic bard* Thefe were modes of 
conception too abflra£t for his age* 

All thefe are marks fo undoubted^ and fome of them too, fo nice 
and delicate, of the moft early times, as put the high antiquity of 
thefe poems out of queftion. Efpecially when we confider, that if 
there had been any impofture in this cafe, it muft have been con- 
trived and executed in the Highlands of Scotland, two or three cen- 
turies ago ; as up to this period, both by manufcripts, and by the 
teftimony of a multitude of living witnefles, concerning the uncon- 
trovertible tradition of thefe poems, they can clearly be traced. 
Now this is a period when that country enjoyed no advantages for a 
compofition of this kind, which it may not be fuppofcd to have en- 
joyed in as great, if not in a greater degree, a thoufand years before. 
To fuppofe that two or three hundred years ago, when we well 
know the Highlands to have been in a ftate of grofs ignorance and 
barbarity, there fliould have arifen in that country a poet, of fuch 
exquifite genius, and of fuch deep knowledge of mankind, and of 
hiftory, as to divcft himfelf of the ideas and manners of his own 
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age, and to give us a juft and natural pifture of a ftate of fociety 
ancienter by a thoufand years ; one who could fupport this counter- 
feited antiquity through fuch a large colleftion of poems, without 
the Icaft inconfiftency j and who poffefled of all this genius and art, 
had at the fame time the fe)f-denial of concealing himfelf, and of 
afcribing his own works to an antiquated bard, without the impof- 
ture being deteded ; is a fuppofition that tranfcends all bounds of 
credibility. 

There are, befides, two other circumftanc^s to be attended to, 
ftill of greater weight, if poffible, againft this hypothefis. One is, 
the total abfence of religious ideas from this work j for which the 
tranflator has, in his preface, given a very probable account, on the 
footing of its being the work of Oflian. The Druidical fuperfti- 
tion was, in the days of Oflian, on the point of its final extindtion ; 
and for particular reafons, odious to the family of Fingal ; whilft 
the Cbriftian faith was not yet eftablifhed. But had it been the 
work of one, to whom the ideas of chriftianity were familiar from 
his infancy ; and who had fuperaddcd to them alfo the bigotted fu- 
perftition of a dark age and country 5 it is impoflible but in fome paf- 
fage or other, the traces of theni would have appeared. The other 
circumftance is, the entire filcnce which reigns with refpeft to all the 
' great clans or families, which are now eftablifhed in the Highlands. 
The origin of thefe feveral clans is known to be very ancient: And 
it is as well known, that there is no paflion by which a native High- 
lander is more diftinguifhed, than by attachment to his clan, andjea- 
loufy for its honour. That a Highland bard, in forging a work re- 
lating to the antiquities of his country, ftiould have inferted no cir- 
cumftance which pointed out the rife of his own clan, which afcer- 
tained its antiquity, or increafed its glory, is of all fuppofitions that 
can be formed, the moft improbable ; and the filence on this head, 
amounts to a demonftration that the author lived before any of the 
prcfent great clans were formed or known. 

Afluming it then, as we well may, for certain, that the poems 
now under confideration, are genuine venerable monuments of very 
remote antiquity j I proceed to make fome remarks upon their ge- 
neral fpirit and ftrain. The two great charafteriftics of Oflian^s 
poetry arc, tcndernefs and fublimity. It breathes nothing of the 
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gay and chearful kind; an air of folemnlty and ferioufnefs is diffiifed 
over the whole, Oflian is perhaps the only poet who never re- 
laxes, or lets himfelf down into the light and amufinn; {train ; which 
I readily admit to be no fmall difadvantage to him, with the bulk of 
readers. He moves perpetually in. the high region of the grand and 
the pathetick. One key note is ftruck at the beginning, and fup- 
ported to the end ; nor is any ornament introduced, but what is per- 
fedlly concordant with the general tone or melody. The events re- 
corded, are all ferious and grave ; the fcenery throughout, wild and 
romantic. The extended heath by the fea fhore j the mountain 
fhaded with mift ; the torrent rufhihg through a folitary valley j the 
ibattered oaks, and the tombs of warriors overgrown with mofs ; all 
produce a folemn attention in the mind, and prepare it for great 
and extraordinary events. We find not in Oflian, an imagination 
that fports itfelf, and drefles out gay trifles to pleafe the fancy. 
His poetry, more perhaps than that of any other writer, deferves to 
be ftikd, The Poetry of the Heart. It is a heart penetrated vvith 
noble fentiments, and with fublime and tender paflions; a heart that 
glows, and kindles the fancy ; a heart that is full, and pours itfelf 
forth. OflTian did not write, like modern poets, to pleafe readers 
and critics. He fung from the love of poetry and fong. His de- 
light was to think of the heroes among whom he had flouriflied ; 
to recall the afFe<5ling incidents of his life ; to dwell upon his paft 
wars and loves and friendfhips ; till, as heexprefles it himfelf, ** the 
** light of his foul arofe ; the days of other years rofe before him ;'* 
and under this true poetic infpiration, giving vent to his genius, no 
wonder we fliould fo often hear, and acknowledge in his drains, the 
powerful and ever-pleafing voice of nature. 

Arte, natura potentior omni.- 



Eft Deus in nobis, agitante calefcimus illo. 

It is neceflary here to obferve, that the beauties of Oflian^s writings 
cannot be felt by thofe who have given them only a fingle or a 
hafty perufal. His manner is fo different from that of the poets, 
to whom we are moft accuftomed ; his ftyle is fo concife, and fo 
much crowded with imagery j the mind is kept at fuch a ftretch \\\ 
accompanying the author; that an ordinary reader is at firfl: apt to 
be dazzled and fatigued, rather than pleafcd. His poems require to 
be taken up at intervals, and to be frequenrly reviewed ; and then it 
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is impoflible but his beauties muft open to every reader who is capa- 
ble of fenfibility. Thofe who have the higheft degree of it, will re- 
lifh them the moil. 

As Homer is of all the great poets, the one whofc manner, and 
whofe times come the neareft to Oflian s, we are naturally led to run 
a parallel in fome inftances between the Greek and the Celtic bard. 
For though Homer lived more than a thoufand years before Oflian, 
it is not from the age of the world, but from the ftate of fociety, that 
we are to judge of refembling times. The Greek has in feveral 
points, a manifeft fuperiority. He introduces a greater variety of in-p 
cidents ; he poflefles a larger compafs of ideas ; has more diverGty 
in his charadters ; and a much deeper knowledge of human nature* 
It was not to be expedted, that in any of the(e particulars, Oflian 
could equal Homer. For Homer lived in a country where fociety 
was much farther advanced ; he had beheld many more objedts ; 
cities built and flourifliing ; laws inftituted ; order, difcipline, and 
arts begun. His field of obfervation was much larger and more 
fplendid ; his knowledge, of courfe, more extenfive ; his mind 
alfo, it (hall be granted, more penetrating. But if Oflian's ideas 
and objedts be lefs diverflfied than thofe of Homer, they are al), 
however, of the kind fitteft for poetry : The bravery and gencrofity 
of heroes, the tendernefs of lovers, the attachments of friends, pa- 
rents, and children. In a rude age and country, though the events 
that happen be few, the undiflipated mind broods over them more; 
they flrike the imagination, and fire the paflions in a higher degree ; 
and of confequence become happier materials to a poetical genius, 
than the fame events when fcattered through the wide circle of morq 
varied adtion, and cultivated life. 

Homer is a more chearful and fprightly poet than Oflian. You 
difcern in him all the Greek vivacity j whereas Oflian uniformly 
maintains the gravity and folemnity of a Celtic hero. This too is in 
a great meafure to be accounted for from the diflferent fituations in 
which they lived, partly pcrfonal, and partly national. Oflian had 
furvived all his friends, and was difpofed to melancholy by the inci- 
dents of his life. But befides this, chearfulnefs is one of the many 
bleflings which we owe to formed fociety. The folitary wild ftate 
is always a ferious one. Bating the fudden and violent burfts of 
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mirths which fomctimes break forth at their dances and feafls ; the 
lavage American tribes^ have been noted by all travellers for their 
gravity and taciturnity. Somewhat of this taciturnity may be alfo 
remarked in Oflian. On all occafions he is frugal of his words; 
and never gives you more of an image or a defcription, than is juft 
fufficicnt to place it before you in one clear point of view. It is a 
blaze of lightning, which flaihes and vanifhes. Homer is more ex* 
tended in his dcfcriptions ; and fills them up. with a greater variety 
of circumftanccs. Both the poets are dramatick ; that is, they in- 
troduce their perfonages frequently fpeaking before us. But Oflian 
IS concifc and rapid in his fpeeches, as he is in every other thing. . 
Homer^ with the Greek vivacity, had alfo fome portion of the 
Greek loquacity. His fpeeches indeed are highly charadteriftical ;. 
and to them we are much indebted for that admirable difplay he ha& 
given of human nature. Yet if he be tedious any where, it is in* 
thefe J fome of them trifling ; and fome of them plainly unfeafon- 
able. Both poets are eminently fublimej but a difference may be 
remarked in the fpecies of their fublimity. Homer's flibliinity is- 
accompanied with more impetuofity apd fire; Oflian'swith more of 
a folemn and awful grandeur. Homer hurries you along ; Oflian ^ 
elevates^ and fixes you in aftonifhment. Homer is mod fublime ia 
afiions and battles -, Oflian, in delcription and fentiment. In the 
pathetick. Homer, when he chufes to exert it, has great power; 
but Oflian exerts that power much oftener, and has the charafter 
of tendernefs far more deeply imprinted on his works. No poet 
knew better how to feize and melt the heart. With regard to dig- 
nity of fentiment, the pre-eminence muft clearly be given to Oflian^ 
This is indeed a furprifing cirGumft:ancey that in point of humanity^ 
magnanimity, virtuous feelings of every kind, our rude Celtic bard 
(hould be diflinguiflied to fuch a degree, that not only the heroes of 
Homer, but even thofe of the polite and refined Virgil, are left far 
behind by thofe of Ollian. 

After thefe general observations on the genius and fpirit of our au- 
thor, I now proceed to a nearer view, and more accurate examina- 
tion of his works : And as Fingal is the mofl: confiderable poem in 
this colJe(3:ion^ it is proper to begin with it. To refufe the title of 
an epic poem to Fingal, becaufe it is not in every little particular^ 
exadly conformable to the pia^ice of Homer and Virgil, were the 
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mere fqueamiftinefs and pedantry of criticifm. Examined even ac- 
cording to Ariftotle's rules, it will be found to have all the eflential 
rcquifites of a true and regular epic ; and to have fevcral of them in 
fo high a degree, as at firft view to raife our aftonifliment on finding 
Oflian's compofition fo agreeable to rules of which he was entirely 
ignorant. But our aftonifliment will ceafe, when we confider from 
what fource Ariftotle drew thofe rules. Homer knew no more of 
the laws of criticifm than Oflian. But guided by nature, he com- 
pofed w verfe a regular ftory^ founded on heroic aftions, which all 
pofterity admired. Ariftotle, with great fagacity and penetration, 
traced the caufcs of this general admiration. He obferved what it 
was in Homer's compofition, and in the condudt of his ftory, which 
gave it fuch power to pleafe ; from this obfcrvation he deduced the 
rules which poets ought to follow, who would write and pleafe like 
Homer j and to a compofition formed according to fuch rules, he 
gave the name of an epic poem. Hence his whole fyftem arofe, 
Ariftode ftudied nature in Homer. Homer and Oflian both wrote 
from nature. No wonder that among all the three, there ftiould be 
fuch agreement and conformity. 

The fundamental rules delivered by Ariftotle concerning an epic 
poem, are thefe : That the adtion which is the ground work of the 
poem, fliould be one, compleat, and great; that it fliould be 
feigned, not merely hiftorical; that it fliould ^be enlivened with 
charadters and manners 5 and heightened by the marvellous* 

But before entering on any of thefe, it may perhaps be aflced, 
what is the moral of Fingal ? For, according to M. BofTu, an epic 
poem is no other than an allegory contrived to illuftrate fome moral 
truth. The poet, fays this critic, muft begin with fixing on fome 
maxim, o- inftrudion, which he intends to inculcate on mankind. 
He next forms a fable, like one of iEfop's, wholly with a view to 
the moral ; and having thus fettlfed and arranged his plan, he then 
looks into traditionary hiftory for names and incidents, to give his 
fable fome air of probability. Never did a more frigid, pedantic no- 
tion, enter into the mind of. a critic. We may fafcly pronounce, 
that he who fliould connpofe an epic poem after this nwnncr, who 
fliQuld firft lay down a moral and contrive a plan, before he had 
thought of his perfonages and adlors, «iight deliver indeed very 
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Ibond inftrudioiii but would find few readers. There cannot be 
the ieafl; doubt that the firfl: objedfc. which ftrikes an epic poet, which 
fires his genius, and gives him any idea of his work^ is the a£tion or 
fubjedt he is to celebrate. Hardly is there any tale, any fuhjed a 
poet can chufe for fuch a work, but will afford fome general itioral 
inftrUAion; An epic poem is by its nature one of the mod moral of 
all poetical compoiitions : But its moral tendency is by no means to 
be limited to fome common^place maxim, which may be gathered 
from the ftory. It arifcs from the admiration of heroic adtions, 
which fuch a compofition is peduljafly calculated to produce ; from 
the irirtuous emotions which the characters and incidents raife, 
whilft we read it ; from the happy imprefiion which all the parts 
feparately, a$ well as the whole taken together, leave upon the mind. 
However, if a geiurral moral be (till iofift^ on^ Fiogal obvioufly 
furnifhes one^ not inferior to that of any other. Poet,, viz. That 
Wifdom and Bravery always triumph over brutal force; or another 
nobler ftill ; That the moft compleat viAory over an enemy is ob- 
tained by that moderation and generofity which convert him into 
a friend. 

' The unity of the Epic a<%ion, which, of all Ariftotle's rules, 
is the chief and moft material, is fo . ftridly preferved in Fingal, 
that it muft be perceived by every redder. It is a more compleat 
unity than whatarifes from relatingthe aAions of one man, vc^hich 
the Greek critic juftly cenfures as imperfe(!l; it is the unity of one 
enterprife, the deliverance of Ireland from the invafion of Swa- 
ran : An enterprife, which has furely the full Heroic dignity. All 
the incidents recorded bear a conftant reference to one end > no 
double plot 'is carried on; but the parts unite into i regular 
whole: And as the afiiofl is one and great, fo it is an entire or compleat 
action. For we find, as the Critic farther requires, i beginning, a 
middle, and an end ; a Ncdus, or intrigue in the Poem ; Difficulties 
occurring through Cuchullin's raflitiefs and bad fuccefs;*th6fe dif- 
ficulties gradually furmounted ; and at laft the work conducted to 
that happy conclufion which is held effefitial td Epic Poetry. 
Unity is indeed bbfcrvcd with greatci^'ixaftnefs'in Fingal^ than 
in almoft^any other Epic cotapofition. 'For not onlyisurtity of 
fub^edt maintained,* but that of time and place alfo. The Autumn ' 
is clearly pointed out as the ieafon of the a€lion ; and from begin-" 
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mng ft> end the fcene^is never (hifted from the heath of Lena» 
along the fea-fliore.- The duratioD of the a^on in Pingal» is tnoch 
ihorter than in the Iliad or Aneid. But fure^ there may be 
ihorter as well as longer Heroic Poems ; and if the aitthority of 
Arlftotle be sifo required for thts> he fays exprefly that the £[Mc 
compofidoa is indefinite as to the time of its duration. Accordingly 
the AdUon of the Iliad lafts only forty ^^feven days» whilft that of 
the J£neid is contiDoed for more than a year. 



. ♦ 



Throc^ottt the whole ofPingaU tbeK reigns that grandeur of 
fentiment) (lyle and imagery^ vtrhicli ought everto diftingoifli thia 
high fpecies of poetry. The &aty is condttded A^tth no fmall art. 
The Poet goes not back to a tedious redial of the beginnii^g^ of the 
war with Swaran ; bat; haflening to the main sSdxm, he fa(h in ex« 
adiy, by a mod: happy coincidence of thought^ with the rule of 
Horace. 

■ 

Semper ad eventuna fe(linat» €cin.m0dias res, 

Non fectts ac notas, auditorem rapi t 

Nee geminobeUum Trojanum oroitur ab ovo. 

DeArtePdet. 

He invokes no nMife, for he acknowledged none ;. but his occa- 
iional addreiles to Malvinat have a finer tffcA than the invocation of 
any mufe. He fets out with no formal propofition of his fubje^ ; 
but the fubjeft naturally and eafily unfolds its £elf ; the poem 
opening in an afiioMted manner> with the fituation of Cuchullin, 
and the arrival of a fcout who informs, him of Swaran's landing. 
Mention is prefently made of Finga]^ an4 of the qxpe<5tc4 afiiftance. 
from the (hips of the lonely iile, ia order fp give fiirthcjc'N light ia 
the fubje^ For the poet often (bows his addreis ia gradually, pre-^ 
paring us for t^e events he is to Introduce; aad io particular the pre- 
paration £o( the appearance. of Finj|ali. the previous expedatioos that 
a-re rai&di and the extreme magnmcence tiilly anfwering thcle ex-^ 
pcdationsa with which the hero is at ipog^i prefeated ta.iiSt; are all 
worked up wuth fuch ikillful conduct as would da honour to any 
poet of tM mofl refined tiipes. I^mer's art in magnifying the 
charaAer of Achilles has been univej-ially admired* Q^n.oer* 
mainly fliows no lefs art in aggrandlziog FingaL Nothii^ could be 
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mere hsp^y im^g^Md for thh^ pwpoife tb4Q the whole management 
of tbe.^nll kftftlcs wherein Gaul the ion of Morqi, had befought 
Fin^ to retire» aad to leeve tQ him and hie other chiefs the honour 
of the day. Tk» geocnofity of the King in 9grt;eing to tl)is propo- 
&l ; the m^fty with which he retreats to the hil)| from whence 
be was to behold the -oagagement, attended by his Bards^ and 
waviog 'the ligblfitog of hi9 fword s his perceiving the chiefs over- 
powei^. by iHimbef s, bu^t loth lo deprivfe them of the glory of 
vi^orfi by coining in pe rfon tb their aflifiisuico ; hi$ lending UUin, 
th« Bard) to anioute their courage ; and at kft» when the dan- 
ger becomes more pcefiingt bis riiing in hls.might, and idterppfing, 
Ukei a .divinity,, to decide the doubt&l fate of the day % are all cir- 
eiini0AMes eopCrivcd with To much art as fdainly difcover the Cel- 
tic Bards to have been not unpra^ii2:d: tat Heroic pqetry. . . 

The Bxxf which is the foundation of the Iliad is in itfelf as iimple 
as that of Fingal. A qna^ rel arifes beiweeD Achillea and Agamem-* 
son coneeming a female, ikve ; cA, which, . AchiUes^. appcchending 
himfdf to bet injured^ withdraws 'Ufl afliftance from the 9 A of the 
Greeka. i The Greeks £iU ioco great dtftrc6» ind befibech him to be 
recQocikd to^ them. He cefufes to fight for them in perfon, but 
fendsrhts friend Patfoclus; andapodhts being flain^ goes forth to 
revenge his deatht and kilk Hcdor. The, fiibje^t of Fiogd is tbis : 
Swaran comes to invade Ireland : Cuchullinj the guardian of the 
ybiiag Kif^, bad apptiodfor affiflaiiGBtoFtngalrwho reigned in the 
oppofifiecoaft of Soeiiland. But before Fingal's arrivaU he is httrried 
by raih coui^l to encounter Swanin. He is defeated 1 he retreats ; 
and defponds^ Fingal arrives in this con^nnftuFe. The battle i$ 
for feme time dubious; hut tn the end he conquers Swaran; and the 
cememfaraoce of Swairan's betf^- the brother of Agaodecca, who had 
once fitted his Ufe^ makes him difmifs' hiot* honourably. Homer it ia 
tkru^ has filled uphiaflory with a much grealier variety of particulars 
than Offian; and in this has fhown a coinpafs^of invention fuperior 
to that of.tfae other poet. But it muft noir be forgottent that though 
Homer be nmce circomfhrntiaU his incidents honneijer ane Jefa di«- 
verfificd in kind than tbofe of Offian. War and Uoodflied reign 
chroughont the Iliad; and notwlAftanding ail the fertility cf Ho*- 
mer's inventbnt there is fb much^^snlformity in hia fubjeAs, that 
Ihere are few readerst who» before thfe clofe, are not tired of perpetual 
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fighting. Whereas in Offian, the mind k relieved by a more agfee-' 
able diverfity. There is a finer mixture of war and beroirm, with* 
love and friend (hip, of martial, with tender fceoes^ than i^ to be 
met with, perhaps, in any other poet. The Epifodes- too, have 
great propriety ; as natural, and proper to that age and country r 
confiding of the fongs of Bards^ whicn arc-known to have been the 
great entertainment of the Celtic heroes in war, as well as in peace.. 
Tbefe fongs are not introduced at random ; if you except the Epi- 
fode of DuchcMxiinar and Moma, in the firft book^ which^ though 
beautiful, is more unartful, than any of the reft, they have always^ 
fome particular relation to die adtor who is interefted, or to the 
events which are going on ; and, whilfl they vary^ the fcene^ the/ 
preserve a fufficient connednon with the main' Aibjed, by the^fitnefs 
and propriety of their introduction* - -^ 

As FtngaFs love to Agandecca, influences fome circumAances of 
the Poem, particularly the honourable difmiflion of Swaran at the 
end ; it was neceflary that we (hould be let into this part of the 
hero's fiory. But as it lay without the compai]s of the preient ac« 
tton, it could be regularly introduced no where, except m an Epi^ 
fode. Accordingly the poet^ with as much propriety, a»* if Ariftc^le 
himielf had dire^ed the plan, has contrived an Epifode for this pur^ 
poie in the fong.of CarriU, at the beginning of the thicd book*. 

The conclufion of the poem is ftridly according to ride ; and is* 
every way noble and pleafing. The reconciliation of the contending 
heroes, the confolation of CuchuUin, and the general felicity that 
crowns the action, footh the mind in a very agreeable manner, and 
form that pai&ge from agitation and trouble, to perfed quiet and 
repofe, which critics require as the proper terminration of the Epic 
work. ** Thus they pz&d the night m fohg^ and brought back 
'^^ the morning with joy. Fingal arofe en the heath ; and (hook 
*^ his glittering fpear in his hand. . He moved firft towards thd 
<^ plains of X^ena ; and we followed like a ridge of fire. Spread 
'^ the fail, faid the King of Morven, and. catch the. winds that 
^' pour from Lena.— ^We rofe on the wave with fbngs ; and ruflied 
'^ with joy through the foam of the ocean ."^-So' much for the 
unity and general condudfc of the Epic action in Fingal. 

With 
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With regard to that property of the fubjcft which Ariftotle' re-' 
quires that it (houtd be. feigned not hiftorical,.he mufl: not be un-- 
derftood fo ftriftly, as if he meant to exclude all fubjeifts which have : 
any foundation in truth. For fuch exclufion^ would both be unrea- 
(bnable in itfelf ; and what is more^ would be contrary to the prac- 
tice of Honoer, who is known to have founded his Iliad on hiftorical 
h&s concerning the war of Troy^ which was famous throughout 
all Greece. Ariftotle means no more than that it i& the bufinefs of 
a poet not to be a mere annalift of Fads, but to embelli(h truth 
with beautiful, probable, and ufeful fiflions; to copy nature, as* 
he himfelf explains it, like painters, who preferve a^ likenefs, but 
exhibit their objeds more grand and beautiful than they are in reality. 
TbatOiiian has followed this courfe, and building upon true hiflory,. 
has fufBciently adorned it with poetical fi£tion for aggrandizing his 
chara£tei8 and fadts, will not> I believe, be queftioned by mod: 
readers. At the fan^ time, the foundation which thofe fads and* 
charaflers had in troth; and the fliare which the poet himfelf had* 
in the tranfadtions whicb he records, muft be confidered^ as no> 
fmall advantage to his work. For truth makes an imprcfHon on the 
mind far beyond any fiction ; and no man, let his imagination be 
ever fo flrong, relates any events fo feelingly as thofe in which he has 
been interefted f paints any fcTene fo naturally as one which he has 
feen ;. or draws any characters in fuch ftrong colours as thofe which 
he has pcrfonally known. It is confidered as an advantage of the 
Epic fubje£t to be taken hoth a period fo difiant, as by being in-* 
volved in the darknefs of tradition^ may give licence to nible*. 
Though Oirian's fubje£t may at firft view appeac unfavourable in* 
this refped, as being taken from his own times, yet when werefleS: 
that he lived to an extitm^ old age ; that he relates what had been« 
tMnfa€ted in another country, at the diflance of many years, and 
after all that race of men who had been the adbors were gone off the 
ikige; we fhall find the objection in a great meafure obviated. In 
fo rude an age, when no written records were known, when tra- 
dition wasloofe, and accuracy of any kind little attended to,, what 
was great and heroic in one generation^ eafily ripened into the mar- 
vellous* in the next. 

m 

. The natural reprefentation of human charadlers in an Epic Poem. 
li highly eflCbntial to its merit: And in refpedt to this there can be: 

»0) 
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no doubt of Homer's excellrng all the heroic poete who have ever 
wrote. But though Offian be much inferior to Honfer \t\ this ar^" 
tkle, he will bt found to be equal at leaft, if not fuperior, to Virgil f 
and has ifideed given all the difplay of human nature which the 
fimple eccorrences of his times could be expeded to fumtfh. No 
dead uniformity of character prevails in Fingal > baton the contrary 
lAie principal o^arad:ers are not only clearly diftinguifhed, but feme* 
times artfully contrafted fo as to illuftrate each other* Oman's he--* 
foea are like Homtr^ all brave; but their brAvery, like thofe of^ 
Homer's too,, is of different kinds;. For inftance $ the prudent, 
the fedate» themodeft and circamfpcd Connal^ is finely oppofed to 
the prrfumptuous, raih, overbearing, but gallant and generous CaU 
mar. • Calmar hurries Cuchullin into adion by his temerity ; and 
wheo he fees the bad t&Oi of his counfels, he wiU not lurvive the- 
cKfgrace. ConnaU like another Ulyiles^ attends Cuchullin t6 his 
retreat, counfels, and comforts him under his misfortune* The 
fierce, the proud, and high fpirited Swaran is admirabty cxHitrafted 
with the cahn, the moderato, and generous Pingal. The charadter 
of Ofcar is a. favourite one throughout the* whok Poems. The 
amiable warmth of the young warrior ; hi& eager impetttoHty in the' 
day of a^km; his paflien for fame ; his fiibmiffitm to his father ; 
bis tendernefs- forMaWina; are the ftrdces of a-mafterly pencil; 
tlie ftrokes are few ; but it is the h^nd of nature^ and attraifts the 
hearts Offian's own chara<5fcer, the old man, the hero, aad the 
bard, all in one, prefenta to us through the whole work a tBofk 
refpe£table and venerable iigufe, which we always contemplate with 
pleafore* CucbulKn is a hero of the highefl: clafs; daring, mag* 
nanimous, and exquifitely fenfible to honour. We become attached 
te his intepeft, and ale deeply touched with his diftrefs ; and after 
the admiration raifed for him in the^firft part of the Poem, it is a 
flrong proof of Offian's maflerly genius that he durft adventure to 
produce to us another hero, compared with whom, even the great 
CuchuUin^ fliould be only an inferior perfonage ; and who fliould 
rife as far above him, as CuchuUin rifes above the red:. 

Here indeed, in the chara^er and defcription of Fingal, Offian ' 
triumphs almoft unrivalled : For we may boldly defy all antiquity to 
fhew us any hero equal to FihgaL Homer's Hedor pofleffts feve- 
ral great and amiable qualities ; but Hedor is a fecondary perfonage 

• 6 in 
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ID the Iliad» not the hero of the work. We fee him only occ** 
fionally ; we know much lefs of him than we da of Fingal ; wha 
not only in^ the Epic Poefn> hot throughout the rtft of Ofiian'i 
works, is prefented in all that variety of lights, which gi%^ the fuli 
difplay of a character. And though Hector faithfully diicharges his 
duty to his country, his friends, and his family^ be is tiniSut^d,. 
however, with a degree of the fame favage ferocity, which prevaile 
aaiong all the Homeric heroes. For we find him infulting over the 
faUeo Patroclus, with the moil cruel taunts, and telling him, wfaea 
he lies in the agony of death, that Achilles cannot help him now t 
and that in a (hort time his body, flripped naked, and deprived of 
funeral honours, ihall be devoured by the Vulturs *. Whereas ia 
the charader of Fingal, concur almoft all the qualities that can ttur 
noble human nature; ,that can either make us admire the hero, or 
love the man. He is aot only unconquerable in war, but be- Make^ 
his people happy by his wifdom in the days of peace *f-. He is 
truly the fitther of ha people. He is known by the epithet ai 
^ Fingal of the itiildeft look %;" and diftingui(hed en every occafioor 
by humanity and generoflty. He is meik:iful to. his foes X ; f^U of 
$m&ion to bis chUdren ; full of concern about hia friends ; and 
ne^^ naeiitbns Agaodecca, his fir(( love, without the utmoft t^a-^ 
derneft. He is the univerial prote<5bor of the diftre^^ ; '^ Noiit 
<< ever went fad from Fingal (j/' ■■ *' O O&ar ! bend the Arong 
*< in arms ; but ipire the feeble hand. Be thoot a ftream of many 
'' tides agaisklthe foes of thy people; but like the galtf that movea 
** the grafs, to thofe who aik thine aid. So Trenmbr lived ; fuch 
<^ Tratnal was ; and fuch has Fingal been. My ami was tl«s fup* 
^< port of the injui^d ; the weak refted behind the lightning of my 
'/ ileel §.''-^Thefe were the maxlo^ of true heroifm, toi which he 
formed .his grandfon. His faihe is reprefedted as tfyery whesr 

* Iliad 16. 830. I). 17. ilj. general flaugliter of the foes, and to pre-^ 

+ P. 62- '^ vent their faving themielvet by flight i 

:t Wheh he commanda hisfons, after .tut, like a wUe genend, he cbiiunandtf 

$wsran is- taken priibner, to ** pHrfue his chiefs to render the vidoryicoaipIcAts. 

f < the reft of Lochlin, over the heath of by a total rout of the enemy ; that thcjr 

*< Lena ; that no veflel may hereafter might adventure no more for th6 fiiture^ 

^ bound on the dark^rollmg waves of to ficouttnyfiect agateft-Mm or his^-aU 

^* Iniftore ;'' he means not affiiredly, as list. ^ 
^me have miftefireiented him^ to oider a | P. }4« i P« 44r 

%read:f 
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ipread } the greateft heroes acknowledge hts fuperiority ; Bis ene^ 
mies tremble at his name ; and the higheft encomium that can be 
beftowed on one whom the poet would moft exalt, is to fay, tkatiais 
foul was like the foul of FingaL 

To do jufticc to the poct*s merit, in fupporting fiich a charafter 
as this, I mud obferve, what is not commonly attended tOj that 
there is no part of poetical execution more difficult, than to draw a per^ 
fe<ft chara<5t^r in fuch a manner, as to render it diftin3 andaffe^ing 
to the mind. Some ftrokes of human imperfeflion and frailty, are 
what u^fually give us the moft clear view, and the tnoft fenfibie 
impreffion of a chara£ter; becaufe they prefent to us a man, foch 
as we have feen ^ they recall known features of human nature* 
When poets attempt to go beyond this range, aiid defcribe a fault- 
"lefs hero, they, for the moil part, fet before us, a fort of vague un** 
di{lingu>(hable character, fuch as the imagination cannot lay hoM of> 
or realize to itfelf, as the objedt of affedlion. We know how 
much Virgil has failed in this particular. His perfedt heno^ iEneas; 
is an unanimated, infipid perfonage, whom we may pretend to 
admire, but whom no one can heartily love. But what Virgil has failed 
in, Oifian, to our afl:oni(hment, has fuccel^fuUy executed. His 
Fingal, though exhibited without any of the common human failings, 
is neverthelefs a real man ; a charadier which touches and interefts 
every reader. To this it has much contributed, that the poet has 
Teprefented him as an old man ; and by this has gained the advan- 
tage of throwing around him a great many circumfltances, peculiar 
to that age, which paint him to the fancy in a more diftindt light. 
He is furrounded Vith His family; he inftrudbs his children in the 
principles of virtue ; he is narrative of his paft exploits ; he is vene- 
Fable with the grey locks of age $ he is frequently difpofed to mo«^ 
ralize, like an old man, on hutnan vanity and the profpedt of 
death. There is more art, at leaft more felicity, in this, than may 
at firft be imagined. For youth and old age, are the two ftates of 
human life, capable of being placed in the moft pifturefque lights. 
Middle age is more general and vague ; and has fewer circumftances 
peculiar to the idea of it. And when any objed; is in a fituation, 
that admits it to be rendered particular, and to be cloathed with a 
urariety of circumftances^ it always (lands out more clear and full in 
poeticaj defcription. 

Beiides 
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BeHdes human perfonages, divine or fupernatural agents are 
often introduced into epic poetry ; forming what is called the ma- 
chinery of It; which moflt critics hold to be an efl'ential part. The 
marvellous, it muft be admitted, has always a great charm for the 
bulk of readers. It gratifies the imagination, and affords room for 
(Iriking and fublime defcription. No wonder therefore, that all 
poets (hould have a ftrong propenfity towards it. But 1 muft ob- 
ferve, that nothing is more difficult, than to adjuft properly the 
marvellous with the probable. If a poet facrifice probability, and 
fill his work, as TalTo has done, with extravagant fupernatural 
fcenes, he fpreads over it an appearance of romance and childifh 
fiction ; he tranfports his readers from this world, into a pbantaf- 
lick, vifionary region ; and lofes that weight and dignity* which 
ihould reign in epic poetry. No work, from which -probability is 
altogether baniflied, can make a lafting or deep impreffion. Hu-^ 
man adtions and manners, are always the moft interefting obje£ls 
which can be prefented to ia human mind. All machinery, there- 
fore, is faulty which withdraws thefe too much from view ; or ob- 
fcures.them under a cloud of incredible fictions. Beiides being 
temperately employed, machinery ought always to have fome foun- 
dation in popular belief. A poet is by no means at liberty to in- 
vent what fyftem of the marvellous he pleafes : He mufl avail him- 
fclf either of the religious faith, or the fuperftitious credulity of the 
country wherein he lives ; fo as to give an air of probiability to 
events which are moft contrary to the common courfe of nature/ 

In thefe refpeds, Offian appears to me to have been remarkably 
happy. He has indeed followed the fame courfe with Homer. 
For it is perfectly abfurd to imagine, as fome critics have done, 
that Homer*s mythology was invented by him, in confequence of 
profound refledions on the benefit it would yield to poetry. Homer 
was no fuch refining genius. He found the traditionary ftories on 
which he built his Iliad, mingled with popular legends, concern- 
ing the intervention of the gods ; and he adopted thefe, becaufe they 
amufed the fancy. Offian, in like manner, found the tales of his 
country full of ghofts and fpirits : It is likely he believed them hini- 
felf ; and he introduced them, becaufe they gave his poems that 
folemn and marvellous cafl^ which fuited his genius. This was 

F the 
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the only machinery he could employ with propriety ; bfecaufe it Was 
the only intervention of fupernatural beings, which agreed with the 
common belief of the country. It was happy ; becaufe it did not 
interfere in the lead, with the proper difplay of human charaders 
and actions ; becaufe it had lefs of the incredible, than mod other 
kinds of poetical machinery ; and becaufe it ferved to diverfify the 
fcene, and to heighten the fubjed by an awful grandeur9 which is 
the great defign of machinery. 

As Oflian's mythology is peculiar to himfelf, and makes a con^ 
iiderable figure in his other poems^ as well as in Fingal, it may be 
proper to make fome obfervations on it, independent of its fubfer-* 
viency to epic compofition. It turns for the moft part on the ap- 
pearances of departed fpirits. Thefe, confonantly to the notions of 
every rude age, are repreiented mot as purely immaterial, but as 
thin airy forms^ which can be vifible or invifible at pleafure ; their 
voice is feeble ; their arm is weak ; but th^ are endowed with 
knowledge more than human. In a feparate ftate, they retain the 
fame difpofitions which animated them in this life. They ride on 
the wind ; they bend their airy bows ; and purfbe deer formed of 
clouds. The ghofts of departed bards continue to fing. The 
ghofts of departed heroes frequent the fields of their former fame. 
^^ They reft together in their caves, and talk of mortal men. 
** Their fongs arc of other worlds. They come fometinnes to the 
*^ ear of reft, and ralfe their feeble voice ^/' All this prefents to us 
much the fame fet of ideas, concerning fpirits, as we find in the ele- 
venth book of the Odyfley, where UlyfTes vlfits the regions of the 
dead : And in the twenty-third book of the Iliad, the ghoft of 
Patroclus, after appearing to Achilles, vanidies precifely like one 
of Oilian's, emitting a SiriU, feeble cry, and melting away like 
fmoke. 

But though Homer's and Offian's ideas concerning ghofts were 
of the fame nature, we cannot but obfervc, that Offian's ghofts are 
drawn with much ftronger and livelier colours than thofe of Homer. 
Oflian defer ibes ghofts with all the particularity of one who had 
ieen and converfed with them, and whofe imagination was full df 

* Sec P. 24, 27, 103, 107, 218, 254. 
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the imprefljon they had left upon it. He calls up thofe awful and 
tremendous ideas which the 



Simulacra modis pallentia miris. 
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are fitted to raife in the human mind i and which, in Shakefpear's 
ftyle^ *' harrow up the foul." Crugal's &ho{l» in particular, in the 
beginning of the fecond book of Fingau may vie with any ap- 
pearance of this kind, (}efcribed by any epic or tragic poet whatever. 
Mod poets would have contented themfelves with telling us, that he 
refembled, in every particular* the living Crugal -, that his form and 
drefs were the iame* only his face more pale and fad 4 and that he 
bore the mark of the wound by which he fell. But Offian fets be* 
fore our eyes a ipirit from the invifiblQ world -, diftinguifhed by all 
thofe features, which a flrong aftoniihed imagination would give 
to a ghoft. ** A dark-red ibeam of fire comes down from the hill. 
Crugal fat upon the beam ; he that lately fell by the hand of 
SvfFaran, ffariving in the battle of heroes. His face is like the 
^^beam of the fetting moon. His robes are of the clouds of the. 
^' hill. His eyes are like two decaying flames. Dark is the wound 
" of his breafL— -The ftars dim*twinkled through his form j 
'^ and his voice was like the found of a diflant ftream." The cir* 
cumftance of the ftars bemg beheld, '^ dim-twinkling through his 
** form/' is wonderfully pidurefque; and conveys the moft lively 
imprefiion of his thin and (hadowy fubftance. The attitude in 
which he is afterwards placed, and the fpeech put into his mouth, 
are full of that folemn and awful fublimity, which fuits the fubjedt. 
*« Dim, and in tears, he ftood and ftretched his pale hand over 
the hero. Faintly he raifed his feeble voice, like the gale of the 
reedy Lego. — ^My ghoft, Q Connal ! is on my native hills ; but 
*' my corfe is onthe fands of UUin. Thou fhalt never talk with 
<* Crugal^ or find his lone fteps in the heath. I am light as the 
^' blaft of Cromla ; and I move like the fhadow of mid. Connal, 
fon of Colgar ! I fee the dark cloud of death. It hovers over the 
plains of Lena. The fons of green Erin fhall fall. Remove 
<^ from the field of ghofts. — ^Like the darkened moon he retired, in 
<! the midft of the whittling blaft.*' 
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' Several other appearances of fpirits might be pointed outj as 
among the moft fublime paflages of Oflian's poetry. The circum- 
flances of them areqonfiderably diverfified ; and the fcenery always 
fuited to the occafion. ** Ofcar flowly afcends the hill. The mc- 
'^ teors of night fet on the heath before him. A diftant torrent 
•* faintly roars. Unfrequent blafts rufti through aged oaks. The 
'* half-enlightened moon finks dim and red behind her hill. Fco- 
*' blc voices are heard on the heath. Ofcar drew his fword.**— — 
Nothing can prepare the fancy more happily for the awful fcene that 
is to follow. " Trenmor came from his hill, at the voice of his 
*• mighty fon. A cloud, like the fteed of the ftrangcr, fupported 
his airy limbs. His robe is of the mift of Lano, that brings 
death to the people. His fword is a green meteor, half-cxtin- 
guiflied. His face is without form, and dark. He fighed thrice 
" over the hero : And thrice, the winds of the night roared 

around. Many were his words to Ofcar He flowly va- 

nifhcd, like a mift that melts on the funny hill */' To ap- 
pearances of this kind, we can find no parallel among the Greek 
or Roman poets. They bring to mind that noble defcriptidn in.thc 
book of Job : " In thoughts from the vifions of the night, when 
deep flccp fs^lleth on men, fear came upon me, and tremWing,^ 
which mjide all my bones to fhake. Then a fpirit paflfed before 
my fiice. The hair of my fleflb ftood up. It ftood ftill -, but I 
*• could not difcern the form thereof. An image was before mine 
** eyes. There was filcnce ; and I heard a voice— Shall niortal 
'« man be more juft than God ?" -f* 

As Ofl5an*s fupernatural beings are defcribed with a fufprizing 
force of imagination, fo they are introduced with pf^opriety. We 
have only three ghofts in Fingal : That of Crugal, which comes to 
warn the hoft of impending deftrudtion, and to advife them to fave 
themfelves by retreat; that of EviralUn, the fpoufe of Offian, which 
calls him to rfe and refcue their fon from danger ; and that of 
Agandccca, which, juft before the laft engagement with Sw'aran^ 
moves Fingal to pity, by mourning for the approaching deftruftioa 
of her kinftnen and people. In the other poero'^, ghoAs fometimes 
appear when invoked to foretell futurity j frequently, according to. 

* P. 100, 101. t J^** iv.a3—i7, 
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the notions of thefe times, they conae. as fore-runners of misfortune 
or death, to thofe whom the]? vi0t j fometimes they inform their 
fdeods at a diilance, of their owq death; and fometimes they are 
introduc€:d to heighten the fcenery on fome great andfolemn occa- 
fion. ^^ A hundred oaks burn to the wind; and faint light gleams 
" over the heath, Thcghofts of Ardven pafs through the beam ; 
'^ and (hew their dim and diftan^t forms. Comala is half-unfeen on 

*' her meteor: and Hidallan iS fullen and dim *." " The awful ; 

faces of other tioies, loojced from the clouds of Crona." -j- ■ ■ 
Fercuth ! I faw the ghoft of night. Silent he flood on that 
bank; his robe of mifl flew on the wind. I could behold his 
t$ars.. 'An. aged man he feemed, and full pf thought ^l." 



<( 



: The gbofts of: grangers mingle not with thofe of the natives., 
'*'She is fceri ;. but not like the daughters of the hill. Her robes 
" are froip the (trangers land; and flie is ftill alone §." When 
the gboft Qf one whom lye had formerly known is introduced, the 
propriety of thp liyiqg chva<3er is ftill prefervcd. This is remark- 
able in the. appearance of Calmar's ghofl^ in the poem entitled 
The. Death of CuchuUin. , He fccms to forebode Cuchullin's 
de9th»,9ndto bi^ckon him to his cave. Cuchullin reproaches him , 
for fuppofing that he could be intimidated by fuch prognoftics. 
V. Why doft thgu bend thy da rt^ eyes on me, ,g,lioft of the car- 
" borne Cala>ar 1 Would*ft .thou frighten me,, O Matha's fon I 
*V from the battles of .Cormac ? Thy hand was not feeble in war; 
** neither was thy voice for peace. How art thou changed, chief 
** of Lara! if now thou doft advife to ily ! — Retire thou to thy 
" cave ; Thou art not Calmar's ghoft : He delighted in battle ; and 
*' his arm was like the thunder of heaven." Calmar makes bo 
return to this feeming reproach : But, ** He retired in his blaft 
" with joy J. for he had heard the voice of his praife H." This is 
precifeiy the ghoft of Achilles in. Homer ; who, notwithftanding 
all the diflatisf action he exprefi^s with his ftate jn the region of the 
dead, as foon as he had heard his fbn Neoptolemus praifed for 
bis gallant behaviour, ftrode away with filent joy to rejoin the reft 
of the ihadcs f . . 

• P. 97- f P- ft8. t P- ti3. 5 P. 140V 
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It is a great advantage of Oilian*^ mythology, that it is not local 
and temporary, like that of nio^ other ancient poets ^ which of > 
courfe is apt to feem ridiculous, after ihe fuperflitions have paiicd< 
, away on which it was founded. Ofiian'$ mythology is, ta fpeak 
{Of the mythology of human nature ; for it is founded on what 
ha$ been the popular belief, in all ages and countries, and under all 
forms of religion, concerning the appearances of departed fpiriis. 
Homer's machinery is always lively and amufing^ but far from be- 
ing always fupported with proper dignity* Thie indecent fquabbles 
among nis gods, furely do no honour to epic poetry. Whereas 
Offian s machinery has dignity upon all occafions. It is indeed a 
dignity of the dark and awful kind ; but this is proper-; becaufe co- 
incident with the ftrain and fpirit of the poetry. A light and gay 
mythology, like Homer's, would have been pi^rfe£tly uofuitable 
to the fubjeds on which Oflian's genius was employed. But though 
his machinery be always folemn, it is not, however, always dreary 
or difmai ; it is enlivened, as much as the fubjed would permit, by 
thole pleafant and beautiful appearances, which he fometimes in- 
troduces, of the fpirits of the hill. Thefe are gentle fpirits ^ de- 
fcending on fun-tjcams; fair-moving on the plain; their forms 
white and bright ; their voices fweet ; and their vifits to men pro- 
pitious. The greateft praife that can be given, to the beauty of ^ft 
living woman, istofay^ " She is fair as the ghoft of the hill; when 
^^ it moves in a fun-beam at noon, over the filence of Morven *.'* 
•* The hunter fhall hear my voice from his booth. He (hall 

fear, but love my voice. For fweet (hall my voice be for my 

friends ; for pleafant were they to me -f"." 






Befides gho(i:s, or the (birits of departed men, we find in Odiarl 
fome inflances of other kinds of machinery. Spirits of a fuperior 
nature to ghofts, feem to be fometimes alluded to, which have 
power to embroil the deep; to call forth winds and (terms, and 
pour them on the land of the /Iranger ; to overturn forefts, and to 
fend death among the people :}:. We have prodigies too; a fliower 
of blood ; and when fome difafter. is befalling at ^ diftance, the* 
found of death heard on the (Irings of Odian's harp^ : all per- 

♦ P. 14. tPai2, tVid. P. 39, 114, 13, 102, i8o, 
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fedly coofonaotj not only to the peculiar ideas of northern nations, 
but to the general current of a fuperflitious imagination in all couop- 
tries. The defcription of Fingal's airy hall, in the po^m called 
Berrathon, and the afcent of MaUvina into it, deferves particular no- 
tice, as remarkably noble and magnificent. But above all^ the en^ 
gagemeot of Fingal with the fpirit of Loda, in Carric-thura, caa^ 
not be mentioned withoot admiration. I forbear tranicribing the 
pgflage, as it muil have drawn, the attention of every one who ha^ 
read the works of Offian. The undaunted courage of Fingal, op<- 
pofed to all the terrors of the Scandinavian god ^ the appearance and 
the fpeech of that awful fpirit ; the wound which he receives, and 
the fhriek which he fends forth, /< as rolled into himfelf, he ro& 
'* upon the wind ;" are fuJi of the moft amassing and terrible ma* 
jefty. I know no paflage more fublime 'in the writings of any un- 
infpired author. The fidtion is cakulated to aggrandize the hero ; 
which it does to a high degree ; nor is it fo unnatural or wild a fic« 
tion, as might at firfl: be thought. According to the notions of 
thofe times^ fupernatural beings were material, and coniequently, 
vulnerable. The fpirit of Loda was not acknowledged as a deity 
by Fingal ; he did not worfhip at the ftone of his power ; he 
plainly confidered him as the God of his enemies only ; as a local 
Deity, whofe dominion extended no farther dian to the regions 
where he was worfliiped ; who had, therefore, no title to threaten 
him, and no claim to his fubmiiSoa. We know there are poetical pre*- 
cedents of gneat authority, for fictions fully as extravagant ; and if 
Homer be forgiven for making Diomed attack and wound in battle, 
the gods wh(Mn that chief hirn&lf worfliiped, Offian furcly is par- 
donable for making his hero fuperior to the god of a foreign terri* 
tory -j*. 

Not. 

t The fcene of this encounter of Fingal I have been well ioformed, there are 

withthefpiritofLodaislaid inIniftore;or many pillars, and circles ofdones, ftill 

the iflands of Oikney ; and in the defcrip- remaining^ known by the name of, the 

tion of FingaPs landing there, it is faid, flones and circles of Loda, or Loden; to 

p. igS; ** A rock bends alons the coaft which fome degree of fuperftitious regard 

** with all its echoing wood. On the top is annexed to this day. Thefe ifland^, 

** is the circle of Loda, with the tnoffy until the year 1468, made a part of the 

«* fione of power.'* In confirmation of Danifh dominions. Their ancient Ian- 

Offian's topography, it is proper to ac- guage, of which there are yet fome remains 

quaint the reader that inthefe iflandsj as among the natives, is called the Norfe; 

8 and 



40 A CRITICAL DIS'SERTATION 

# Notwithftanding the poetical advantages which I have afcribed 
to Offian's machinery, I acknowledge it would haVelbeeh much 
more beautiful and perfeft, had the author difcovered feme know- 
ledge of a I'upream Being. Although his file'nce dn this* head his 
been accounted for by the learned and ingenious tranflator in a very 
probable manner, yet ftill it muft be held a confidcrable difadvan- 
tage to the poetry. For the moft auguft and lofty ideas that can 
embellifti poetry are derived from the belief of a divine adminiftratioii 
of the univerfe : And hence the invocation of a fupream Being, or 
at lead of fome fuperior powers who are conceived as.prefiding over 
human affairs, the folemnities of religious worfliip, prayers pre- 
ferred, and afliftance implored on critical occafions, appear with 
great dignity in the works of almoft all poets as chief ornaments of 
their compofitions. The abfence of all fuch rehgious ideas from 
lOfiian's poetry, is a fenfible blank in it; the more to be regretted, 
as we can eafily imagine what an illuflrious figure they would have 
made under the management of fuch a genius as his ; and how 
finely they vvould have been adapted to many fituations ' which 
occur in his works. ^ 

The high merit of Fingal, as an Epic Poem, required a particular 
difcuflion. But though the art (hown in conducing a work of 
fuch length di{lingui(hes it above the other poems in this collection, 
thefe, however, contain particular beauties equal, perhaps fuperior, 
to any in Fingal. They ate hiftorical poems, generally of the ele- 
giac kind J and plainly difcover themfelves to be the work of the 
fame author. Oneconfiftent face of manners is every where pre- 
fented to us^; one fpirit of poetry, reigns; the mafterly hand of 
Oilian appears throughout; the fame rapid and animated Ayle; 
the fame ftrong colouring of imagination, and the fame glowing 
fenfibility of heart. Befides the unity which belongs to the compo- 
fitions of one man, there is moreover a pertain unity of fubjed which 

and is a dialefl, not of the Celtic, but of tattons and evocations from the dead, 

the Scandinavian tongue. The manners which were the favourite rubjefls of the 

and chefuperdicibnsof the inhabitants, are old Runic poetry. They have many tra- 

quite diftin£t from thofe of tfap Highlands ditions among them of wars in former 

and weftcrn ifles of Scotland. Their an- times with the inhabitants of the weAeru 

cient fongs too, are of a different Arain and iflan4s. 
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very happily connefts all thefc poems. They form the poetical hiftory 
of the age of Fingal. The fame race of heroes whom we had met 
with in the Epic poem, CuchuUin, Ofcar, Connaland Gaul return 
again upon the ftage j and Fingal hitpfelf is always the principal 
^gure, prefented on every occafion, with equal magnificence, nay 
rifing upon us to the laft. The circumftances of Offian's old age 
and blindnefSy his furviving all his friends, and his relating their 
great exploits to Malvina, the fpoufe or miftrcfs of his beloved fon 
Ofcar, furnifli the fineft poetical fituations that fancy could devife 
for that tender pathetic which reigns in Offian's poetry. 

As each of thefe poems have their particular merit, there might 
be room for examining them feparately, and for fhowing, in many 
inftances, what art there is in the conduft and difpofition of the 
incidents, as well as what beauty in the defcriptions and fentiments. n 
Carthon is a regular and highly finifbed piece. The main ftory is 
very properly introduced by Clcflammor's relation of the adventure 
of his youth > and this introduction is finely heightened by Fingal's 
fong of mourning over Moina; in which Offian, ever fond of 
doing honour to his father, has contrived to diftinguifh him, for 
being an eminent poet, as well as warrior. Fingal's fong upon this 
occafion, when ** his thoufand Bards leaned forwards from their 
*f feats, to hear the voice of the King," is inferior to no paflagc 
in the whole book; and with great judgment put in his mouth, 
as the ferioufnefs, no lefs than the fublimity of the ftrain, is peculiarly 
fuited to the Hero's character. Temora is the opening of an Epic 
Poem, which appears to be equal in every refpedl to Fingal. The 
contrail between the chara(9:ers of Cathmarand Cairbar, the de^th 
.of Ofcar, and the aflaflination of the young prince Cormac, are fuch 
interefting fcenes, as give the greatefl reafon to wifh the recovery- 
of the fequel. In Darthula are aiTembled almofl all the tender ' 
images that can touch the heart of man: Friendfhip, love, the.' 
affe^ions of parents, fons, and brothers, the* difirefs 6f 
the aged, and the unavailing bravery of theyoung. The beautiful 
addrcfs to the moon, with which the poem opens, and the tranfi« . 
tion from thence to the fubjeft, moft happily prepare the mind for 
that train of aflFed:ing events that is to follow. The ftory is regular, 
dramatic, interefting to the laft. He who can read it without emo- ,< ;\0}7/>; 
tion may congratulate bimfelf, if he pleafes, upon being compretely '^^^'. >; ^ 

G armed f;^ '-^v" '' 
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armed againfl lympathetic forrovv. As Fingal had no occafion of 
appearing in the action of this poem, Ollian makes a very artful 
tranfuion from his narration, to what was pafling in the halls of 
Selma. The found heard there on the firings of his harp, the con- 
cern which Fingal fhows on hearing it, and the invocation of the 
ghods of their fathers, to receive the Heroes faUing in adiftant land, 
are introduced with great beauty of imagination to iocreafe the fo- 
lemnity, and to diverfify the fcenery of the poem. 

Carric-thura is full of the moft fublime dignity ; and has this ad- 
vantage of being more chearful in the fubjed:, and more happy in 
the cataftrophe than moft of the other poems : Though tempered 
at the fame time with epifodes in that drain of tender melancholy, 
which feems to have been the great delight of Oilian and the Bards of 
his age. Lathmon is peculiarly diftinguifhed, by high generofity of 
fcntiment. This is carried fo far, particularly in the refufal of 
Gaul, on one fide, to take the advantage of a fleeping foe; and of 
Lathmon, on the other, to overpdwer by numbers the two young 
warriors, as to recall into one's mind the manners of Chivalry ; 
fome refembldnce to which may perhaps be fuggefted by other 
incidents in thi^ colledtion of Poems. Chivalry, however, 
took rife in an age and country too remote from thofe of 
Oflian to admit the fufpicion that the one could have borrowed 
any thing from the other. So far as Chivalry had any real 
exiflence^ the fame military enthufiafm, which gave birth to 
it in the feudal times, might, in the days of Oflian, that is, in the 
infancy of a rifing ilate, through the operation of the fame caufe,. 
very naturally produce effeds of the fame kind on the minds and 
manners of men. So far as Chivalry was an ideal fyflem exifling 
only in romance, it will not be thought furprifing, when we reflect 
€>n the account before given of the Celtic Bards, that this ima- 
ginary refinement of heroic manners fhould be found among them, 
as much, at leaft, as among the Troiadores^ or flrdling Proven9al 
Bards, in the loth or nth century; whbfe fongs, itisfaid, Btfk 
gave rife to thofe romantic ideas of heroifm, which for fo long a 
ttfue enchanted Europe 'f. Offian's heroes have all the gallantry 

t Vid. Hueriuf de origine fabu)arum Romancnfium* 
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and generofity of thofe fabulous knights^ without their extravagance 1 
and his love fcenes have native tendernefs^ without any mixture of 
thofe forced and unnatural conceits which abound in the old roman* 
CCS. The adventures related by our poet which rcfemble the moft 
thofe of romance^ cont3ern women who follow their lovers to 
war difguifed in the armour of men } and thefe are fo managed as to 
produce, in the difcovery, feverai of the moft interefling fituations) 
one beautiful inftance of which may be feen in Carric-thura, and 
another in Calthon and ColmaK 

Oithona presents a fituation of a difierent nature.. In the abfence 
of her lover Gaul, fhe had been carried off and raviflied by Dun<^ 
rommath. Gaul difcovers the place where (he is concealed^ and 
comes to revenge her. The meeting of the two lovers, the fentiments 
and the behaviour of Oithona on that occafion, are defcribed with 
fach tender and exquilite propriety, as does the greateft honour 
both to the art and to the delicacy of our author ; and would have 
been admired in any poet of the moft refined age. The conduct of 
Croma muft ftrike every reader as remarkably judicious and beau-* 
tifuL We are to be prepared for the death of Malvina, which is 
related in the . fucceeding Poem. She is therefore introduced in 
perfon } *' (he has heard a voice in a dream } (he feels the flut- 
*' teriog of bet foul i* and in a moft moving lamentation addreffed 
to her beloved 0(car» (be (ings her own' Death Song. Nothing 
could be calculated with more aft to footh and comfort her, than 
the ftory which Offian relates. In the young and brave Fovar^ 
gortno, another Ofcar is introduced s his praifes are fungi and 
the happine(s is fet before her of thofe who die in their youth, 
<< when their renown is around them ; before the feeble behold 
<' them in the hall^ and fmile at their trembling hands/' 

But no where does Oftian's genius appear to greater advantage, 
than in the concluding poem of the whole coUe^on^ '* The laft 
•* found of the Voice of Cona.** 

* 

Qualis olor noto po(iturus littore vitam, 
Ingemit, et maeftis mulcens concentibus auras 
Praefago queritur venientia funera cantu. 

G 2 The 






44. A CRITICAL DISSERTATION 

The whole train of ideas is admirably fuited to the fubjed. Every 
thing is full of that invifible world, into which the aged Bsrrd be- 
lieves himfelf now ready to enter. The airy hall of Fingal prcfcnts 
itfclf'to his view j " he fee's the cloud that (hall receive his ghoft ; 
he beholds the mift that (hall form his robe when he appears on 
his hill ;" and all the natural objefts a^round him fcem to carry 
the prefages of death. '' The thiftle (hakes its beard to the wind.. 
*^ The flower hangs its heavy head — itfeems to fay, I am covered 
*' with the drops of heaven j the time ef my departure is near, 
*« and the blaft that fliall fcatter my leaves/' Malvinas death is 
hinted to him in the moft delicate manner by the fon of Alpin. 
His lamentation over her, her apotheofis, or afcent to the habitation 
of heroes, and the introdudion to the ftory which follows from the 
mention which Oflian fuppofes the father of Malvina to make of 
him in the hall of Fingal, are all in the higheft fpirit of Poetry. 
** And doft thou remember O/fian, O Tofcar fon of Comloch ? 
** The battles of our youth were many ; our'fwords went together 

** to the field." Nothing could be more proper than to end his 

fongs with recording an exploit of the father of that Malvina, of 
whom his heart was now fo full ; and who, from firft to laft, had 
been fuch a favourite objedt throughout all his poems. 

But«asa feparate difcuflion of the merit of each of the poems in 
this collection would lead us too far, I fhall content myfelf with 
making fome obfervations on the chief beauties of our author under 
the general heads of Defcription, Imagery, and Sentiment. 

A poet of original genius is always diftinguiflhed by his talent 
for defcription \. A iecond rate writer difcerns nothing new or pe- 
culiar in the objedl he means todefcribe. His conceptions of it are 
vague and loofe ; his expreflions feeble j and of courfc the objedl is 
prefented to us indiftinftly and as through a* cloud. But a true 
Poet makes us imagine that we fee it before our eyes : he catches 
the diftinguifhing features ; he gives it the colours of life and reality ; ' 
he places it in luch a light that a painter could copy after him. 
This happy talent is chiefly owing to a lively imagination, which 

t Seethe rules of poetical defciiption excellently illuflrated by lordKaims, in his 
Elements of Critici'm, vol. iii. chap. 2 1. Of narration and defcription. 
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firft receives a ftrong impreflion'of the object; and then, by a pro* 
per felc6lion of capital pidlurefque circumftances employed in de- 
I'cribing it, tranfmits that impreflion in its full force to the imagi- 
nations of others. That Oflian pofl'eiTes this defcriptive power ia 
a high degree, we have a clear proof from the efFedl which his 
defcriptions produce upon the imaginations of thofe who read him 
with any degree of attention and taftc. Few poets are more inte- 
refting. We contradl an intimate acquaintance with his principaf 
l>eroes. . The charadters> the manners, the fjiceof the country be- 
come familiar -, we even think we could draw the figure of hisr 
ghofts : In a word, whilft reading him, we are tranfported as into 
a new region, and dwell among his objcdts as if they were all reaL 

« 

It were eafy to point out feveral inftances of exquifite painting in 
the works of our author. Such, for inftance as the fcenery with 
which Temora opens, and. the attitude in which. Cairbar is there 
prefented to us -f > ^^^ defcription of the young prince Cormac, in 
the fame book || j and the ruins of Balclutha in CarthonJ, *' I 
have feen the walls of Balclutha, but they were defolate. The 
fire had refounded in the halls; and the voice of the people is 
heard no more. The ftream of Clutha- was removed from its 
place by the fall of the walls. The thiftlc fhook there its lonely 
head : The mofs whiftled to the wind. The fox looked out 
from the windows ; the rank grafs of the wall waved round 
his head. Defolate is the dwelling of Moijia ; filence is in 
the houfe of her fathers**' Nothing alfo can be more. natural 
and lively than the manner in which Carthon afterwards de- 
fcribes how the conflagration of his city affe^fled him when a 
child : ** Have I not feen the fallen Balclutha ? And (hall I feaft 
with ComhaKs Ton ? Comhal 1 who threw his fire in the 
midft of my father's hall 1 I was young and knew not thecaufe 
why the virgins wept. The columns of fmoke pleafed mine 
eye, when they rofe above my walls : I often looked back 
with gladnefs, when my friends fled above the hill. But when 
the years of my youth came on, I beheld the mofs of my fallen 
walls,- My figh arofe with the morning ; and my* tears defcendcd 
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** with night. Shall I not fight, I faid to my foul, againft the 
" children of my foes? And I wiU fight, O Bard! I feci the 
«* ftrength of my foul •f-." In the fame poem, the aflembling of 
the chiefs round Fingal, who had been warned of fome impending 
danger by the appearance of a prodigy, is defcribed with 16 many 
piifturefque circumftances, that one imagines himfelf prelent in the 
alTembly. <^ The king alone beheld the terrible fight, and he 
*^ forefaw the death of his people. He came in filence to his hall, 
*^ and took his father's fpear; the mail rattled on his breaft. The 
^' heroes rofe around. They looked in filence on each other, 
•' marking the eyes of Fingal. They faw the battle hi his face* 

*' ^A thoufand (hields are placed at once on their arms; and 

** they drew a thoufand fwords. The hall of Selma brightened 
*' around* Tlic clang of arms afccnds. The grey dogs howl in 
*' their place. No word is among the mighty chiefs. Each 
** marked the eyes of the King ; and half afi^med his fpear :{;." 

It has been objeded to Ofiian, that his defcriptlons of military 
a£tions are imperfisd, and much, lefs diverfified by circumftances 
than thoie of Homer. This is in ibme meafurc true. The amazing 
fertility of Homer's inve*ition is no where fo much difplayed as in 
the incidents of his battles, and in the little hiftory pieces he gives 
of the perfons ikia. Nor indeed^ with regard to the talent of de- 
fcription, can too much be laid in praife of Homer. Every thing is 
alive in his writings. The colours with which he paints are thofe 
of nature. But Oflian's genius was of a different kind from Homer's. 
It led him to hurry towards grand objedts rather than to amufe him- 
£;!£ with particulars of lefs importance. He could dwell on the 
death of a. favorite. hero ; but that of a private man feldom Aopped 
his rapid courfe. Homer's genius was more comprehenfive than 
OOlaa's. It included a wider circle of obje^s ; and could work up 
any incident into defcription. Ofiiian's was more limited ; but 
the region within which, it chiefly exerted itfelf was the higheft 
of ally the region of the pathetic and fublime. 

We muft not imagine, however^ that Ofiian's battles confift 
only of general indiftinA defcription. Such beautiful incidents are 

t P. 135* t P. 133- 
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fometimes introduced, and the circumftances of the perfons ftain 
fo much diverfified, as (how that he could have cmbelliQied his 
military fcenes with an abundant variety of particulars, if his genius 
had led him to dwell upon them. One man <* is (Iretched in the 
** duft of his native land ; he fell, where often he had fprcad the 
** feaft, and often raifed the voice of the harp -f-/* The maid of 
Iniftore is introduced, in a moving apoftrophe, as weeping for 
another X 1 ^^^ ^ third, ^^ as rolled in the duft he lifted hi^ 
** faint eyes to the king," is remembered and mourned by Fingal 
as the friend of Agandecca |{. The blood pouring from the wound 
of one who is (lain by night, is heard *' hiffing on the half extinguifhed 
*' oak,'' which had been kindled for giving light : Another, climbing 
a tree to efcape from his foe, is pierced by his fpear from behind ; 
" fhrieking, panting he fell ; whilft mofs and withered branches 
" purfue his fall> and ftrew the blue arms of Gaul §." Never' 
was a finer pidture drawn of the ardour of two youthful warriors 
than the following: '^ I fa w Gaul in his armour, and my foul' 
^^ was mixed with his : For the fire of the battle was in his eyes ; 
«* he looked to the foe with joy. We fpokethe words of friend- 
*' fhip in fecret; and the lightening of our fwords poured together. 
^* We drew them behind the wood, and tried the ftrength of our' 
" arms on the empty air ^/* 

Oilian is alwaj^ concife in his defcriptions, which adds much ' 
to their beauty and force. For it is a great miftake to imagine, that ' 
a crowd of particulars, or a very full and extended ftyle, is of advan- 
tage to deicription. On the contrary, fuch a diflFufe manner for the 
moft part weakens it. Any one redundant circumftance is a nui- 
fance. It eocumbers and loads the fancy, and renders the main 
image indiftind. ^' Obftat," as Quintilian fays with regard to 
ftyle, *' quicquid non adjuvat^" To be concife in defcription, is 
one thing ; and to be general, is another. No defcription that refts 
in generab can poffibly be good ; it can convey no« lively idea ; for 
it is of particulars only that we have a diftind conception. But 
at the famertime, no ilrong imagination dwells long upon any one 
particular ; or heaps together a mafs of trivial ones. By the happy 
choice of fome one, or of a few that are the moil ftriking, it pre- 

t P. 2«. t P 14. I P. 59- § ^- 226. f P. 25 !• 
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* • 

fcnts the image more com pleat, fhows us more at one glance, than 
a feeble imagination is able to do, by turning its objedt round and 
round into a variety of lights. Tacitus is of all profe writers the 
moft concife. He has even a degree of abruptnefs refembling our 
author : Yet no writer is more eminent for lively defcription. 
When Fingal, after having conquered the haughty Swaran, propofes 
to difmifs him wi-th honour : '' Raife to-morrow thy white fails to 
*^ the wind, thou brother of Agandecca !" -f- he conveys, by thus 
addreffing his enemy, a ftronger impreflion of the emotions then 
paffing within, his mind, than if whole paragraphs had been fpent 
in defcribing the conflict between refentment againft Swaran and 
tlie tender remembrance of his ancient love. No ainplification is 
needed to give us the moft full idea of a hardy veteran, after the 
few following words : ** His fliield is marked with the ftrokes of 
*^ battle;' his red eye defpifcs danger :{:." When Ofcar, left alone, 
W^s fiirroundcd by foes, '* he flood," it is faid, " growing in his 
'.' place, like the flood of the narrow vale | ;'' a happy reprefenta- 
tion of one, who, by daring intrepidity in the midft of danger, feems 
to increafe in his appearance, and becomes more formidable every 
moment, like the fudden rifing of the torrent hemmed in by the 
valley. And a whole crowd of ideas, concerning the circumftances 
of domeftic forrow occafioned by a young warrior's firft going forth 
to battle, is poured upon the mind by thefe words; ". Calmar 
*' ieaned'dn his father's fpear; that fpear which he brought from 
" Lara shall, when the foul of his mother was fad §." 

The concifenefs of Oflian's defcriptions is the- more proper on 
account of his fubjefls. Defcriptions of gay and fmiling' fcenes ' 
may, without any disadvantage, be amplified andprolongcd. Force is 
not the predominant quality expeded in thefe. The defcripticn 
may be weakened by being diffufe, yet notwithftanding, -may be 
beautiful ftill. Whereas, with refpedt to grand, folcmn and pa- 
thetic fubjedt% which are Oflian's chief field, the cafe is very dif- 
ferent. In thefe, energy is above all things required. The ima- 
gination muft be feized at once, or not ^t all; and is far more 
deeply imprefled by one ftrong and ardent image, than by the an- 
xious minuteneis of laboured illudration. 

t P. 77. t P- 174. I P. 102. § P. 40. 
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But Offian's genius, though chiefly turned towards the fublime 
and pathetic, was not confined to it: In fubjeds alfo of grace and 
delicacy, he difcovers the hand of a mafter. Take for an example 
the following elegant defcription of Agandecca, wherein the ten- 
dernefs of Tibullus fecms united with the majefty of Virgil. 
The daughter of the fnow overheard, and left* the hall of her 
fecret figh. She came in all her beauty ; like the moon from 
^ the cloud of the Eaft. Lovelinefs was around her as light. Her 
^ fteps were like the muHc of fongs. She faw the youth and loved 
<^ him. He was the flolen figh of her foul. Her blue eyes rolled 
** on him in fecret : And fhe Weft the chief of Morven -f-/' Se^- 
veral other inftaoces might be produced of the feelings of love 
and friendship painted by our author with a moft natural and 
happy delicacy. 

The (implicity of Oflian's manner adds great beauty to his de- 
fcriptions, and inoeed to his whole Poetry. We meet with no af<- 
felted ornaments ; no forced refinement ; no marks either in ftyle 
or thought of a ftudied endeavour to (hine and fparkle. OSian 
appears every where to be prompted by his feelings ; and to ipeak 
.from the abundance of his heart. I remember no more than one 
ijiftance of what can be called quaint thought in this whole col- 
kdion of his works. It is in the fir ft book of Fingal, where from 
the tombs of two lovers two lonely yews are mentioned to have 
fprung, ^< whofe branches wifhed to meet on high %J* This fym- 
pathy of the trees with the lovers, may be reckoned to border on 
an Italian conceit ; and it is fomewhat curious to find this fingle 
inftance of that fort of wit in our Celtic poetry. 

The ^ joy of grief, " is one of Offian's peculiar expreffions, fe- 
veral tknes repeated. If any one ihall think that it needs to be 
juftified by a precedent, he may find it twice ufed by Homer ; in 
the Iliad, when Achilles is vifited by the ghoft of Patroclus ; and in 
the OdyiTey, when UlyfiTes meets his mother in the (hades. On 
both thefe occafions, the heroes, melted with tendernefs, lament 
cheir not having it in theh: power to throw their arms round the 

if. 37* „ • tP.i8. 
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ghod, ** that we nwght/' fay tbey, <* in a mutual embrace, enjoy 
«' the delight of grief." 

Bii( in truth the expreflion (lands in need of no defence from 
authority ; for it is a natural and juft expreffion ; and conveys ar 
clear idea of that gratification> which a virtuous heart often 
feels In the indulgence of a tender melancholy. OfHan makes a 
very proper diftin<^ion between this gratification> and the deflra&ive 
efie^ of ovcrpoweriiig grief. ^' There is a joy in gcief» when peace 
^< dweUs in the breafta 9f the &d* But forrow waftes the mournful^ 
•^ O daughter of Tofcar, and their days are few +." To ** givu 
** the joy of grief/^ generally fignifies to raife the (train of foft and 
grave mu(ick ; and nnely charaSerifes the tafte of Oflian's age and 
countr^^* In th(^e days, when the fiwgt of bards were the great de- 
light of heroes, the tragic oaofe Wa$ held in chief honour ; sallanfi 
anions, and virtuQua (uficrings, were the choieo (heme ; pre^rably 
to that light and trifling ftrain of poetry and mu(ick, which pro« 
notea Ught an^ trifling aianneifs« and ferves to emaiculaie the roind^ 
<< Strike the harp in my hall/' (kid &e great FingaU in the midft of 
youth and viAory^ ^ Strike :thc harp in ray hall, and let Fingal 
«^ hear l^e ibng. Pleaiant is the joy of grief! It is^ like the (hower 
*« of fpriog, when it ibftens the braboh of the oak \ and the youns 
<^ leaf Ufts Jta^een head» Sing* Oa» O bards t To?moffrow we lift 
•• the fail |/'' 

Perfonal epithets have be^n much u(ed by all the poets of the mofli 
ancient ages ; and when weU chofen, not general and unmeanine, 
they, con((ibi}ti0* not a Kttk td rendeo-the fiyie defcriptive and ani^ 
mated^ BeGdea epithets fiHinded on bodily diftindtions, akin ta 
many of Houier'«i we find in Ofliau feveral which are remarkably^, 
beajttiful and poeticaL Such as^ O&ar of the future fights^ Fingal 
of the mildeft lodc^ GarriL of other times, the mildly faJuihing Evi- 
ralUn ; Qragela, the lonely fuurheaok of Dunfcaich.;, a Goldee^ tho 
fon of the fecret eella . 



* OdyiT, 1 1. 21 !• Viala^. §9* f P* a50a X Cvric-thuns p* 197. 
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But of alt the ornaments employed in defcriptivc poetry, compa- 
rifons or iimtles are the mod fplendid. Thefe chiefly form what is 
called the imagery of a poem : And as they abound fo much in the 
works of Oilian^ and are commonly among the favourite paiTages 
6f all poets, it may be expedted that I fhould be fomewhat particu* 
tar in my remarks upon them. 

A poetical fimile always fuppofes two objcfts brought together, 
between which there is fome near relation or conne£tian in the 
hxicy. What that relation ought to be, cannot be prccifcly definc<J, 
For various, almoft numberlefs, are the analogies formed among ob-- 
jeds, by a fprightly imagination. The relation of a£tua} fimilitude, 
or likenefs of appearance, is far frooi being the only foundation of 
poetical comparifon. Sometimes a refemblancc in the effed: pro« 
diiced by two ol>je£ts, is (nade the connecting principle : Sometimes' 
a refemblancc m one diftinguifhing property or circumftance. Very 
often two obje£ts are brotight together m a fimile, though they re- 
femble one another, flri^^ fpeaking, in nothing, only becaiife they 
raife in the mind a train of^ fimiiar, and what may be called, con* 
coitlant ideas ; fo that. the rememl^ance of the one, when recalled^ 
f^rves to quicken and heighten the impreilion made by the other*' 
Tho^, to give an inftance from our poet, the pleafure with Which 
an old man looks back on the^exploits of his youth, has dertiiihiy nb 
dire A refemblancc to the; beauty of a fine evening.; farther than that 
both agree m producing a certain calm, placid joy. Yet O'fCan has 
founded upon this, one of the moft beautiful comparifons that is ta 
be met With in any poet, ** Wilt thou not liften, foil of th6 rock,'. 
*• to the fong of Om^ ? My foul is full of odier times ; the joy of 
^< my youth returns. Thus, the fiin appears in the weft, after the 
^ fteps of his brightnefs have moved behind a ftorm. Yhe green 
<< hills nft their dewy heads. The blue ftreams rejoice iu the Vale* 
*^ The aged hero comes forth on hisiflaff > and his grey hairglitters 
^« in the beam *• ■'^ Never was thtte a finer group of objeds. It 
raifes ii flrong conception of die old dian^s joy and datioii of heart, ' 
by difpkytng a fccfne, which produces in tvtty fped:atoi^, a corref^ 
ponding train of pleaiing emotions } the decUnmg fun looking fc^T^h' 
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ill his brightnefs after a dorm ; the chearful face of all nature ; and 
the ft ill life finely animated by the circumftance of the aged hero, 
with his ftafFand his grey locks; a circumftance both extreoiely pic- 
turefque in itfelf^ and peculiarly fuited to the main objed: of the 
comparifon. Such analogies and afTociations of ideas as thefe^ are 
highly plcafing to the fancy. They give opportunity for introdu- 
cing m my a fine poetical pidture. They diverfify the fccne ; they 
aggrandize the fubjedt; they keep the imagination awake and 
fprightly. For as the judgment is principally exercifed in diftin* 
guifhing objedts, and remarking the dififerences among thofe which 
feem like ; fo the higheft amuiement of the imagination is to trace 
likeneftes and agreements among thofe which feem different. 

The principal rules which refpeft poetical comparifons are, that 
they be introduced on proper occafions, when the mind is difpofed 
to relifh them ; and not in the midft of fome fevere and agitating 
paflion, which cannot admit this play of fancy; that they be 
founded on a refemblance neither too near and obvious^ fo as to give 
little amufement to the imagination in tracing it, nor too faint and 
remote, fo as to be apprehended with difficulty ; that they ferve ci- 
ther to illuftrate the principal objedt, and to render the conception 
of it, more clear and diftinft; or at leaft, to heighten andembellifh 
it, by a fuitable afTociation of images *^ 

Every country has a fcenery peculiar to itfelf ; and the imagery 
of a good poet will exhibit it. For as he copies after nature, his 
allufions will of courfe be taken from tbpfe objeifts which he fees 
around him, and which have ofteneft ftruck his fancy. For this 
reafon, in order to judge of the propriety of poetical imagery, we 
ought to be, in fome meafure, acquainted with the natural hiftbry of 
the country where the fcene of the poem is laid. The introduction 
of foreign images betrays a poet, copying not from nature, but from 
other writers. Hence fb many Lions, and Ty|er&, and Eagles and 
Serpents, which we meet with in the fimiles of modern poets i as if 
thele animals had acquired fome right to a place in poetical compa* 
rifons for ever, becaufe employed by ancient authors. They 
employed them with propriety^ as objedls generally known in their 

* See Elements of Criticifiii, ch. 19: vol. 3. 
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country J bat they are abfurdly ufed for illuftration by us, who know 
them only at fecond hand, or by defer iption. To. mod readers of 
modern poetry^ it were more to the purpofe to defcribe Lions or 
Tygers by fimiles taken from men, than to compare men to Lions. 
Offian is very corre<9: in this particular. His inwgery is, without 
exception, copied from that face of nature, which he faw before his 
eyes; and by confequence may be expeded to be lively. We meet 
with no Grecian or Italian fcenery ; but with the mifts, and clouds, 
and ftorms of a northern mountainous region. 

No poet abounds more in fimiles than Ofiian. There are in th!» 
coUeiflion as many, at leaft, as in the whole Iliad of Homer, 
though that be a longer work. I am indeed inclined to think, that 
the works of both poets are too m^uch crowded with them. Similes 
are fparkling ornaments ; and like all things that fparkle, are apt to 
dazzle and tire us by their luflre. But if Oflian's fimiles be too 
frequent, they have this advantage of being commonly ihorter thaa 
Homer's ; they interrupt his narration lefs ; he juft glances afide to 
fome refembling objedt, and inftantly returns to his former track* 
Homer's fimiles include a wider range of objedts. fiot in return, 
O/Can's are, without exceptbn, taken from objects of dignity^ 
Y^hich cannot be faid for all thofe whicb . Homer employs. The 
Sun> the Moon, and the Stars, Clouds and Meteors, Lightning and 
Thunder, Seas and Whales, Rivers, Torrents, Winds, Rain, Snow, 
Dews, Mifl:, Fire and Smoke, Trees and Torrents, Heath and Grafs 
and Flowers, Rocks and Mountains, Mufick and Songs, Light and 
Darknefs, Spirits and Ghofts ; thefe form the circle, within which 
Ofiian's comparifons generally run. Some, not . many, are taken 
from Birds and Beafis; as Eagles, Sea Fowl, the Horfe, the Deer, 
and the Mountain Bee ; and a very few from fuch operations of are 
as were then known* Homer has diverfified his imagery by many 
more allufions to the animal world ; to Lions, Bulls, Goats, 
Herds of Cattle, Serpents, Infedts ; and to the various occupations 
of rural and pafloral life. Ofilan's defeat in this article, is plainly 
owing to the defert, uncultivated flate of his country, which fug- 
gefied to him few images beyond natural inanimate objeds, in their 
rudeft form. The biras and animals of the country were probably 
not numerous ; and his acquaintance with them was ilender,. as they^ 
were little fubjedod to the ufes of man» 

The 
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' The great Qbje<3'ion made to Oflian's imagery, is its uniformity^ 
and the toa frequent repetttion of the fame comparifons. In a work 
fo thick fown with fkitles, ohe coold not but cxptSt to find images 
of the fame kind fometimes fuggefted to the poet by relemblihg ob^ 
jeds J efpecially to a poet like Offian, who wrote firom the imme^ 
diate impulfe of poetical enthufiafm> and without much preparation 
^f ftudy or labour. Fertile as Homer's iihaginatkm* is acknowledged 
to be, who does not know bow often his Lions and Balls and 
Flocks of Sheep, recur with little or no variation ; nay, fometimes 
in the very fame words? The objection made to Qifianis, however^ 
founded, in a great Meafure, upon a miftafee. ft ^as been fUppofed 
*by inattentive readers, that wherevei^ the Mbon^ ifte Clbud, or the 
Thunder, returns in a fimile, it i» the ftme fimild, and the fame 
Moon^ or Cloud, or Thunder, Which they had met with a few 
pages before* Whereas very often the (kn^les are widely diiFerenn 
The objed:, whence they are taken, is mdeed rh fubftance the 
lame ; but the image is new ; for the appearanc6 of the obje& is 
changed; it is prefented: to the fancy in. another attitude; ajnd 
ctoathed with new cireomftances, to make it fuit the different iliuf- 
tratioii for which it is employed. In this, lies Offian's great art ; ip fo 
happily varying the form of the few^ natural appearances with which 
he was acquainted, as to make them corrcfpond to a great many dif-« 
Ibrent ofc^eds^ 

Let ustake for one inflance the Moon, which is very frequentljr 
introduoed intiE> his comparifons ; as in northern climates, where the 
nights iare long, the Moon is a greater bbje£t of attention, than in the 
climate of Homeir ;. and^Iet ui view how much our poet has diverfi^ 
fied its appearance. The ffateld of a warrior is like <* die darkened 
'^ moon when it moves a dun pircle through die heavens V The 
face of ft ghofl, vran and pale, is* like ^^ the beam of the fetting 
'< moon "f /' And a different appearance of a ghoft» diin and in- 
diftind, is* like ** the new mopn feen through the gathered mift, 
<* wheft the iky pours down its flaky fnovr, and the world is filent^ 
'^ and dark % ;" or in a different form flill, it is like ^^ the watrybeam 
'' of the moon, when it rufhes from between two dbuds, and thc^ 
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'^ midnight £hower is on the field *." A very opf»ofite ufe is imJs 
of the moon in the defcription of Agandecca : ^* She came in all her 
<' beauty, like the moon from the cloud of the Eaft ^fJ' Hope/ 
fucceeded by difappointment, is *' joy rifing on her face, and forrow^' 
^* returning again» like a thin cloud .on the moon j:." But whea 
Swaran, after his defeat, is cheared by Fingal's generofity, ** His lace 
** brightened like the iiiU moon of heaven, when the clouds vani(h 
'* away, and leave her calm and broad in the midft of the fky H.*** 
Venvefa is '* bright as the moon when it tremUes o'er the wefter» 
^< wave $ ;' but the (bul of the guilty Uthal is " dark as the troa* 
'< bled face of the mooiu when it forttels the ftorm ^/' And by x 
very iiuidfiil and uncommoa allufion, it is faid of Cormac, who* 
was to die in his early y«rs, '^ Nor long (bait thou lift i3ie fpear, ' 
^' mildly fliining beam of youth 1 Death, ftands dim behind thce» 
the darlpraed half of the moon behbdf its gsowing light ^^/^ ' 



Another inftance of the fame nature may be taken firom 
which, as being a very familiar appearance in the country of Ofliaii^ 
he applies to a variety of purpofes, an4 purfues through a grMt 
many forms. JSometimeSj^ which one would hardly expert, he em* 
ploys it to heighten the appearance of a beautifol objed. The hatf 
of Morna is ** like the mift of Cromlar when it curls on the rock>« 
^ and ihines to the beam of the weft i*-)**"--*' * The. fi>ag^comes vrith ita^ 
** mufick to melt and pleafe the ear* It is hice foft mift, that fifing. 
^ from a lake, pours on the fiknt vale. The gseett flowers ore 
^^ filled with dew. The fun returns in its ftrength, and die mift i$* 
^ gone j;:{;,"U*Bttt, for the moft part, ixiift is employed as a firaili--^ 
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propriety in thb comparifon. It is in- 
tended to explain the effect of foft and 
inoiimful mufick. Armin appears dif- 
tnrbed at a performance of this kind. 
CamuMT lays to him^ ** Why burfts the 



*■ figti ef Armio I Is t|ieie a. ^2jak ta* 
*^ mourn? The fong comes with its 
*** miifick tb mdt and pleafeihe ear. It^ 
«« is Ukt foft xaifl^ Jlc'' that is,: fiich 
moiunful fbngf hove a happjr tStOi t»* 
foften the heart, and ta improve.it ^j^ 
tender emotions, is the moifture of the 
mtft reftelhet andnomiftes the flowers;, 
whilft the fadnefs tb^ occafion itf oidy 
tranfientj and foon difpelled by the fuc- 
ceeding^occupations and amufements of* 
life : '* The fun returns io its ftreiigtb^. 
/( and tbe-oiift is gone." 
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tiMc of fomc difagreeablc or tftrible objeS. **- The foul of Nathos 
^* was (ad, like the fun in the day of mift, when his face is watery 
^' and dim*/* ** The darknefs of old age comes like the mift of 
^* the defert -f ." The face of a ghoft is " pale as the mift of 
** Cromla J." ** The gloom of battle is rolled along as mift that 
*' is poured on the valley, when ftorms invade the filent fun-(hine 
" of heaven ||.'' Fanie, fuddenly departing, is likened to " mift 
" that flies away before the ruftling wind of the vale §." A ghoft, 
flowly vaniihing, to " mift that melts by degrees on the funny 
^* hill^." But of all the fimiles founded oamift^ the moft highly 
finiftiedy is that wherein Cairbar, after his treacherous ailaflination of 
Ofcar, is compacedto a peftilential fog. ^* I love a foe like Cath* 
^^ mor/' fays Fingal, <^ his foul is great; his arm is firong; his 
^^ battles are full of fame. But the little foul is like a vapour that 
*^ hovers round the marfhy lake. It never rifes on the gre^n hill, 
left the winds meet it there. Its dwelling is in the cave ; and it 
fends forth the dart of death **." Thefe inftances may fufticiently 
fhew with what ricbnefs of imagination Oflian's comparifons aboundf, 
and at the fame time, with what propriety of judgment they are 
employed. If his field was narrow, it muft be admitted to have 
been as well cultivated as its extent would allow. 

As it is ufual to judge of poets from a comparifon of their fimiles 
nSore than of other - paftages, it will perhaps be agreeable to the 
reader, to fee how Homer and Oilian have condu<%ed fome images 
of the fame kind. This might be (hewn in many inftances. For 
as the great obje£ts.of nature are common to the poets of all nations^ 
and make the general ftore-houfe of all imagery^ the ground-work 
of their comparifons muft of courfe be frequency the fame. I (hall 
feled only a few of the mpft confiderable from both poets. Mr. 
Pope's tranflation of Homer can be of no ufe to us here. The pa- 
rallel is altogether unfair between profe, and the impofing harmony 
of flowing numbers. It is only by viewing Homer in the (implicity 
of a profe tranflation^ that we can form any comparifon between the 
two bards. 

• P. 159. t P. 162. t P. 52. g p. 27; 

SP. 79. fP. loi. ♦•p. 189. 

The 



i 



oM THE POEMS OF OSSIAN. $7 

The (hock of two encountering armies, the noife and the tumult 
of battle, afford one of the moft grand and awful fubjedls of de- 
fcription ; on which all Epic poets have exerted their ftrength. Let 
us firft hear Homer. The following defcription is a favourite one, 
for we find it twice repeated in the fame words *. " When now 
** the confliding hofts joined in the field of battle, then were mu- 
^ tually oppofed fliields, and fwords, and the ftrength of armed 
*< men. The boify bucklers were dalhed againft each other. The 
** univerfal tumult rofe. There were mingled the triumphant (houts 
«* and the dying -groans of the vidors and the vanquiflied. The 
" eartlx ftreamcd with blood. As when winter torrents, rufbing 
^* from the mountains, pour into a narrow valley, their violent wa- 
^Vters. They iflue from a thoufand fprings, and mix in the 
" hollowed channel. The diftant (hepherd hears on the mountain, 
" their roar from afar. Such was the terror and the ftiout of the 
** engaging armies." In another paffagc, the poet, much in the 
manner of Offian, heaps fimile on fimile, to exprefs the vdftnefs of 
the idea, with which his imagination feems to labour. " With a 
** mighty fhout the hofts engage. Not fo loud roars the wave of 
** ocean, when driven againft the (hore by the whole force of the 
*« boifterous north ; not fo loud in the woods of the mountain, the 
•* noife of the flame, when rifing in its fuity to confume the foreft 5 
<^ not fo loud the wind among the lofty oaks, when the wrath of 
«« the ftorm rages 5 as was the clamour of the Greeks and Tro- 
<* jans, when, roaring terrible, they ru(hed agamft each other f.'* 

To thefe defcriptions and fimiles, we may oppofe the following 
from Oflian, and leave the reader to judge between them. He will 
find images of the fame kind employed j commonly lefs extended ; 
but thrown forth with a glowing rapidity which cbaraftcrifes our 
poet. *' As autumn's dark ftorms pour from two echbing hills, 
<« towards each other, approached the heroes.. As twp dark 
" ftreams from high rocks meet, and mix, and roar on the plain ; 
«< loud, rough, and dark in batde, meet Lochlin and Inisfail. 
" Chief mixed his ftrokes with chief, and man with man. . Steel 
<< clanging, founded on ftecl. Helmets are cleft on high j blood 
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^ bnrfts and fmoaks around. — As tfitf froubl^d ndife oif the ocean 
" when roll thfe waves oh high ; as tht laft peal of the thunder 6f 
** heaven, fiich is the noife of battle*. — As roll a thoufand waves 
** to the rock, fo Swaran's hoft catti^ on ; as mecM a f6ck a thoii'- 
^ fand waves, fo Inisfail met Swaratl» Desfth raifes all his voices 
<« around, and mixes with the found of fliields.— -The field echoes 
^ from wing to wing, as a hundred hamlners that rife by turns oh 
*' the red fan of die furnace •f-.—^— As a hundred winds on Mor- 
*^ veh ; as the ftreams of a hundred hills ; as clouds fly fucceffive 
*' over heaven ; or ais the dark ocean aflkults the (bore c^ the de- 
^' fart y fo roaring, fo vaft, fo terrible, the armies mi^d on Lena's 
** echoing heath J." In feveral of thefe images, there is a remark- 
able iimilarity to Homer^s; but whA follows is fupenor to any 
comparifon that Homer ufes on this fubjfeft. " The groan of the 
*• people fprcad over the hills ; it ^as like the thunder of night, 
^* when the cloud burfts on Coha ; and a thoufand ^ofts fhriek dii 
•• once on the hollow wind §/* Never was an image of more aw- 
ful fublimity employed to heighten the terror of battle. 

Both poets compare the appearance of an army approaching, to 
the gathering of dark clouds. " As when a (hephefd,'* fays Ho- 
mer, ^' beholds from the rock, a cloud borne along the fea by the 
*< weftern wind > black m pitch it appears from afar» failing over 
^^ the ocean, and carrying tiie dreadful ftorm. He (brinks at the 
^ fight, aind drives his flock into the cave : Such, under the Ajace^ 
•^ moved on, the dark, the thickened phalanx to the war H.** 
— " They came," fays Offian, ** over the defert like flormy 
** clouds, when the winds rofl them over the heath ; their edges 
•* arc tinged with Itghtening ; and the echoing groves forefee th* 
•« ftorm f ." The edges of the cloud tinged #ith lightning, is a 
fublime idea ; but the fhepherd and his flock, render Homer's fimilc 
more pidturefque. This is frequently the difference between the 
two poets. Oflian gives no more ^an the main image, ftrong and' 
full. Homer adds circumftances and appendages, which amuA; the 
fancy by enlivening the fcenery^ 

♦P. 12. tP. 14- !?•«• fIbW* 
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Hcmer compares the regular appearance of an aro^y, to ^^ clouds 
^* that are fettled on the mountain top, in the day of calmnefs» 
** when the ftrength of the north wind flceps *." Offian, with full 
as much propriety, compares the appearance of a difordered army» 
to ^' the mountain cloudy when the blaft hath entered it& womb ; 
^^ and fcatters the curling gloom on every fide -f*. Ofiian's clouds 
aflume a great many forms ; and^ as we might expefl from his cli- 
matie, are a fertile lource of imagery to him. '^ The warriors fol- 
" lowed their chiefs, like the gathering of the rainy clouds> behind 
*^ the red meteors of heaven ;{:." Aa army retreating without 
coming to adlion^ is likened to *^ clouds, that having long 
** threatened rain, retire flowly behind the hills §." The piiSurc 
of Oithooa, after ihe had determined to die, is lively and delicate.. 
<< Her foul was refolved, and the tear was dried from her wildly^- 
looking eye. A troubled joy rofe on her anind, like the red path 
of the lightning on a ftormy cloud ||." The im^ge alfo of the 
gloomy Cairbar, meditating, in iilence, the ailaflination of Ofcar, 
until the moment came. when has defighs were ripe for execution, is 
extremely noble, and complete in all its parts. ^^ Cairbar heard 
^ their words in filjcnce, like the cloud of a (hower ; it (lands dark 
on Cromla, till the lightning burils its fide. The valley gleamf . 
with red light ^ the fpirits of the ftorm rejoicq. So ftood tht 
filent king of TemQra ; a( length his words ajie heard %.'" 



4€ 

CC 



•tfC 
CC 
CC 



CC 

<c 
<t 

CC 
-CC 



Homer*? coiQparifon of Achilles to the Dog-Star, is very fublipfie^ 
Priam beheld him rushing along the plain, (hining in his armour, 
like the flar of autumn; bright are its begmSj diAingui{he4 
a^nidft the n^kitude of fi^s in the dark hour of nig^t It rife$ 
in its fi>Iendors but its fplendor is fatal ; betokening to mifeFable 
men, the d^roying he^ **" The firft appearance of Fingal* 
is^ in like manner, compared by Oilian, to a jftar or .meteor* 
'^ Fingal, tall in his (hip, ftretched his bright lance before, hjnsk 
^< Terrible was the gleain of .bis Aeel^ it was like the green meteor 
^^ of death, fetting in the heath of Malmor, when thetraveller isalone, 
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60 A CRITICAL DISSERTATION 

" and the broad moon is darkened in heaven ♦." The hero's ap- 
pearance in Homer, is more magnificelit ; in Offian, more terrible. 

A tree cut down, or overthrown by a ftorm, is a fimilitude fre- 
quent among poets for defcribing the fall of a warrior in battle. 
Homer employs it often. But the moft beautiful^ by far, of bis 
comparifons, founded on this objedt, indeed one of the moft beau- 
tiful in the whole Iliad, is that on the death of Euphorbus. *' As 
** the young and verdant olive, which a man hath reared with care 
in a lonely field, where the fprings of water bubble around it; it 
is fair and floiiriftiing; it is fanned by the breath of all the 
" winds, and loaded with white bloiToms ; when the fudden Waft 
*' of a whirlwind defcending, roots it out from its bed, and ftretches 
*' it on the duft -f-/' To this, elegant as it is, we may oppofe the 
following fimile of Oflian's, relating to the death of the three fons 
of Ufnoth. ** They fell, like three young oaks which flood alone 
on the hill. The traveller faw the lovely trees, and wondered 
how they grew fo lonely. The blaft of the defert came by night, 
** and laid their green heads low. Next day he returned ; but they 
*' were withered, and the heath was bare J." Malvina's allufion to 
the fmic objeft, in. her lamentation over Ofcar, is fo. exquifitely 
tender, that I cannot forbear giving it a place alfo. ** I was a 
lovely tree in thy prefemce, Ofcar! with all my branches round 
me. But thy death came, like a blaft from the defert, and laid 
my green head low. The fpring returned with its flio.wers ; but 
** no leaf of mine arofe(|.*' Several of Offian's fimiles taken from 
trees, are remarkably beautiful, and diverfified with well chofen 
circurjiftances ; fuch as that upon the death of Ryno and Orla : 
'** They have fallen like the oak of the defert; when it lies acrofs a 
*« ftream^and withers in the wind of the mountains §:" Or that which 
Offian applies to himfelf ; " I, like an ancient oak inMorven, moul- 
" der alone in my place; the blaft hath lopped my branches away ; 
" and I tremble at the wings' of the north ^/' 

As Homer exalts his heroes by comparing them to gods, Ofliati 
makes the fame ufe of comparifons taken from fpirits and ghofts. 

♦ P. 41. t Iliad xvii, 53. % ?• 170, | P. 250* 
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ON THE POEMSoF OSSIAN, 6r 

Swaran " roared in battle, like the (hrlll fpirit of a dorm that fits 
dim on the clouds of Gormal, and enjoys the death of the ma* 
riner *." His people gathered around Erragon, ** like ftorms 
around the ghoft of night, when he calls them from the top of 
Morven, and prepares to pour them on the land of the ftran- 

ger -f-/' " They fell before my fon, like groves in the defert^, 

when an angry ghoft rufhes through night, and takes their green 
heads in his hand %'' In fuch images, OfRan appears in his 
ftrength^ for very feldom have fupernatural beings been painted 
with fo much fublimity, and fuch force of imagination, as by this 
f^oet. Even Homer, great as he is, muft yield to him in fimiles 
formed upon thefe. Take, for inftance, the following, which is 
the moft remarkable of this kind in the Iliad. ** Merioncs followed 
*' Idomeneus to battle, like Mars the deftroyer of men, when he 
" ruflies to war. Terror, his beloved fon, ftrong and fierce, at- 
** tends him ; who fills with difmay^ the moft valiant hero. They 
^^ come from Thrace, armed againft the Epfayrians and Phlegyans ; . 
"nor dp they regard the prayers of either; but difpofe of fuccefs at 
•" their will §.*' The idea here, is undoubtedly noble : But obfcrve 
what a figure OHian fets before the aftoniftied imagination, and with 
what fublimely terrible circumftanees-be has heightened it. . " He 
*^ ruftied in the found of his arms, like the dreadful fpirit of Loda, 
*' when he comes in the roar of a thoufand ftorms, and fcatters 
" battles from his eyes. He fits- on a cloud 'over Lochlin's feas* 
'^ His mighty hand is on his fword. The winds lift his flaming ^ 
'^ locks. So terrible was CuchuUin in the day .of his fame ||." 



Homer*s comparifbns relate chiefly to martial fubjeds, to the ^^ 
pearances and motions of armies, the engagement and death of he- 
roes, and the various incidents of war. In Ofiian, we find a greater 
variety of other fubjeds illuftrated by fimiles ; particularly, the 
fongs of bards, the beauty of women, the different circumftanccs . 
of old age, forrow, and private diftrefs; which give occafion 
to much beautiful imagery. What, for inftance, can be more 
delicate and moving, than the following fimile of Oithona'ls^ 
in her lamentation over the diflionour (he bad fufferedi <^ Chief of 

•P. 13. + P. 1144 tP. iSotf 
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6b a critical dissertation 

^^ Strumon, replied the fighing maid^ why didft thou come over 
<* the dark blue wave to Nuath's mournful daughter ? Why did not 
*' I pais away in fecret, like the flower of the rock, that lifts its 
** faif head unfeen, and ftrews its withered leaves on the blaft * ?" 
The mufick of bardSj a favourite objedt with Offian, is illuftrated 
by a variety of the mod beautiful appearances that are to be found im 
nature. It is compared to the calm (hower of fpring $ to the dews 
of the morning on the hill of roes ; to the face of the blue and ftill 
lake-f*. Two fimiles on this fubjed> I (hall quote, becaufethey 
would do honour to any of the mod: celebrated dafiics. The one 
IS; *^ Sit thou on the heath,. O bard! and let us hear thy voice; 
^* it is pleafant as the gale of the fpring that fighs on the hunter's 
^' ear, when be wakens from dreams of joy, and has heard the 
*' mufic of the fpirits of the hill J " The other contains a fhort, 
but exquifitely tender in^age, accompanied with the finefl poetical 
painting, '* The raufic of Carryl was like the memory of joys 
'^ that are pad, pleafant and mournful to the foul. The ghofls of 
<< departed bards heard it Irom Slimora's fide. Soft founds fpread 
^^ along the wood ; and (be fUent valleys of night rejoice §•" . What 
a figure would fuch imagery and AK:h fcenery have niade, |tad they 
been prefented to us, addrood with the fw/setnefs and luurmony 0/ 
the VirgiiiaD mssiDbers ! 



I have chdfeo all 'along to compart OjSUn with Homer, rat]her 
than Virgil, for an obvioua reaibii. Tji^r^ is # mu<:h /)earer coiref*- 
pondenceisetweeD the tiixies aoid maJMcrs of the two former poets. 
Both wrote in an early period of fociety ; both are originals ; both 
are diflinguifhed by fimplicity, rub1imity> gad fire. The corre6t 
elegance of Virgil, his artful imitation of Hf^mtr, the Roixian {latc^ 
]intB& which he eyery where maintaias, admit no parallel with the 
aebrupt boidnefs,* and entbuiiaflick warmth pf the Celtjp )>9rd. h^ 
one artick^ indeed^ there is ^ refemblance. Virgil is mor^ tender 
than Homer ; and thereby agrees more with Oflian ; witfc tjjis dif* 
ference* that the feelings of Uie one are mor^e g^!tl;e an^ poIi(heid| 
tbofb of the other, more ilroBg ; -th^ tcnderijefs of Virgil fofiff^, 
iftiat of OffiaudifiblvesjaQd overcomes the hefirt. 

♦ p. 1+4. t Vid. fb Sf j. 1-8, 35, 194. } P. fz. 

fP. 147' ■ . \ 

♦ . Are- 



1 ') 



o*:'THt FO^EMS OF OSSIAN^, 63; 

A ri&mblatice may be fometirries bbferved between Oflian's com- 
parifons, and thofe employed by the facred writers. They abound 
muGb ill this figure, and they ufe it with the utmofl propriety ^. 
The imagery of Scifipture exhibits a foil aad climate altogether dif^ 
ftrent from thofe of Ollian ; a warmer country, a more fmilihg 
face of nature, the arts of agriculture and of rural life much farther 
advanced. The wine prefs, and the threfhing floor, are often pre- 
(cnitd tcy as, the Cedar and the Falrh-tree, the fra]grance of per- 
fumes, ihe vdoe of the Turtle, and the beds of Lillies^ Thet 
Amiles ace^ like Ofliaii's, generally fhort, touching on one point of 
referinbiaose, rather t^n fpread out into little epifodes. ' In the (oU 
bwifvg <jcample, t^y be perceived what inexpreflible grandeur 
poetry reoei^ies from the intervention of the Deity. '^ The natiom: 
^* fhall rufii like the ru{hmgs of many waters ; but God ^all r^ 
'< bake them^ and they fliall fly far oflF, and ihali be chafed asw 
^ the chaff of the mountains before the wind, and like the down of 
** the thiftle befow the whirlwind -J-;" 

ft 

fiefidss formal comparifens, the poetry of Ofliao is eibbellifbed 
with many beautiful metaphors : Such as that remarkably fine one. 
ajpplted to Deugala ;. ^^ She was covered with the light of beauty ^ 
^ but her heart was the houfe of pride X-'* This mode of expref- 
ficm, whkh fupprefles the mark of companfi)n, and iubftitutes a. 
^gured deibripcian ia room of the obje^ defcribed, ia^ a great en-^ 
Kvener of ftyle; It denotes that glow and rapidity of fancy, which 
without paofing to form a regular fimilc,.. paints the object at one 
ftroke.. ^' Thou art to me the beam of the eaft, rifing in a land . 
•* unknown §/' — ^* In peace, thou art the gale of fpring 5 ia war,* 

^ the mountain ftorm |j.'' *^ Plealant be thy refl, O lovely beam,, 

<^ foon haft thou fet on our hills 1 The fteps of thy departure were^ 
<' ftately, tike the moon on. the blue trembling wave. But thou 
*♦ haft left us in darknefs, firft of the maids of Lutha 1 — Soon haft: 
^ thou fet Matvinal but thou rifeft, like the beam of the eaift,^ 
** among the fpirits of thy frjcnds, where they fit in their ftormy 
" halls, the chambers of the thunder ^/' This is corred and 
finely fupported. But in the following inftance, the metaphor,, 

• 

* See Dr. Lowth de Sacra Poefi Hebraeorum. f Ilaiab xvii^ 13^ 
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though very beautiful at the beginning, becomes imperfed before it 
clofcs, by being improperly mixed with the literal fenfe. " Trothal 
'* went forth with the flream of his people ; but they met a rock ; 
** Fingal ftood unmoved ; broken they rolled back from his fide. 
^' Nor did they roll in fafety ; the fpear of the king purfued their 

« flight ♦;' 

The hyperbole is a figure which we might expefl: to find often 
employed by Offian ; as the undifciplined imagination of early ages 
generally prompts exaggeration, and carries its objeds to excefs; 
Mrhereas longer experience, and farther progrefs in the arts of life, 
chaften mens ideas and exprefilons. Yet Oflian's hyperboles appear 
not to me, either fo frequent or fo harlh as might at firft have been 
looked for ; an advantage owing no doubt to the more cultivated ftate, 
in which, as was before (hewn, poetry fubfifted among the ancient 
Celts, than among moft other barbarous nations. One of the moft 
exaggerated defcriptions in the w;hole work, is what meets us at the 
beginning of Fingal, where the fcont makes his report to Cuchuliin 
df the landing of the foe. But this is fo far from deferving cenfure, 
that it merits praife, as being, on that occafion, natural and propo-. 
The fcout arrives, trembling and full i3f fears ; and it is well known, 
that no pafiion difpofes men to hyperbolize more than terror. It 
both annihilates themfelves in their own apprehenfion, and mag* 
nifies every objedt which they view through the medium of & 
troubled imagination. Hence all thofe indiflin^ images of formidable 
greatnefs, the natural marks of a difturbed and confufed mind, 
.which occur in Moran's defcription of Swaran's appearance, and in 
his relation of the conference which they held together ; not unlike 
the report, which the afirighted Jewifli Ipies made to their leader of 
the land of Canaan. ^' The land through which we have gone to 
fearch it, is a land that eateth up the inhabitants thereof; and 
all the people that we faw in it, are men of a great ftature : and' 
there faw we giants, the fons of Anak, which come of the giants ; 
and we were m our own fight as grafshoppers, and fo were we 
in their fight f." 

• . » 
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With regard to pcrfonifications, I formerly obfcrved that Offian 
was fparing, and 1 accounted for hts being fo. Allegorical per- 
fonages he has none ; and their abfence is not to be regretted. For 
the intermixture of thofe fhadowy Beings, which have not the fup- 
port even of mythological or legendary belief, with human adtors, 
feldem produces a good efFc£t. The fiction becomes too vifible and 
phantaftick ; and overthrows that impreflion of reality, which the 
probable recital of human adtions is calculated to make upon the 
mind. In the ferious and pathetick fcenes of Oflian efpecially, allego- 
rical charadters would have been as much out of place, as in Tra- 
gedy ; ferving only unfeafonably to amufe the fancy, whilA they 
(lopped the current, and weakened the force of paflion. 

With apodrophes, or addrefTes to perfons abfent or dead, which 
have been, in all ages, the language of pailion, our poet abounds ; 
and they are among his higheil beauties. Wirnefs the apoftrophe^ 
in the firft bookof Fingal, to the maid of Iniflore, whofe lover had 
fallen in battle ; and that inimitably fine one of Cuchullin to Bra- 
gela at' the conclufion of the fame book. He commands the harp 
to be ftruck in her praife ; and the mention of Bragela s name, im- 
mediately fuggefting to him a crowd of tender ideas ; *' Doft thou 
** raife thy fair face from the rocks," he exclaims, ** to find the 
" fails of Cuchullin ? The fea.is rolling far diftant, and its white 
*^ foam (hall deceive thee for my fails." And now his imagination 
being wrought up to conceive her as, at that moment, really in this 
fituation, he becomes afraid of the harm ihe may receive from the 
inclemency of the night; and with an enthufiafm,, happy and af- 
fedting, though beyond the cautious ftraiu of modern poetry, *- Re- 
** tire," he proceeds, ** retire, for it is nighty my love, and the 
** dark winds figh in thy hair. Retire to the hall of my feafts, arid 
" think of the times that are paft; fori will not return till the ftoroi 
^* of war hasceafed. OConnal, fpeak of wars and aims, and fend 
** her from my mind ; for lovdy with her raven hair is the white- 
** bofomed daughter of Sorglan *." This breathes all the native 
fpirit of paflion and tenderncfs. 

The addreflTcs to the fun-f-, to the moon j:, and to the evening 
ftax§, muft draw the attention of every reader of trfte, as an ong 

•P. 18. tP-'4i- ti'-iSS* §P. 209. 
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the. moft fplcndid ornaments of this colleftion. The beauties of 
each are too gfcat, and too obvious to need any particular.comment. 
In one paff^.geonly of the addrefs to the moon, there appears fomc 
obfcurity. " Whither doll thou retire from thy courfe, when the 
** darknefs of thy countenance grows ? Haft thou thy hall like 
" OflTian ? Dwellcft thou in the (hadow of grief ? Have thy fifters 
" fallen from heaven ? Are they who rejoiced with thee at night, 
no more ? Yes, they have fallen, fur light ! and thou- doft often 
retire to mourn." We may be at a lofs to comprehend, at firft 
view, the ground of thefe fpeculations of Offian, concerning the 
moon J but when all the circumftances are attended to, they will 
appear to flow naturally from tlie prefent fituation of his mind. A 
mind under the dominion of any ftrong paflion, tindlures with its. 
own difpofition, every objedl which it beholds. The old bard, with 
his heart bleeding for the lofs of all his friends, is meditating on the 
different phafes of the moon. Her waning and darknefs, prefents 
to his melancholy imagination, the image of forrow; and prefcntly 
the idea arifes, and is indulged, that, like himfelf, fhe retires to 
mourn over the lofs of other moons, or of flars, whom he calls her 
fiders, and fancies to have once rejoiced with her at night, now 
fallen from heaven. Darknefs fuggefted the idea of mourning ; and 
mourning fuggefled nothing fo naturally to Oflian, as the death of 
beloved friends. An inftance precifely fimilar of this influence of 
pafliion, may be feen in a paflage which has always been admired 
of Shakcfpear's King Lear. The old man on the point of diftradlion, . 
through the inhumanity of his daughters, fees Edgar appear dif- 
guifed like a beggar and a madman. 

Lear. Didft thou give aK to thy daughters ? And art thou come 
to this ? 
Couldft thou leave nothing ? Didft thou give them all ? 

Kent. He hath no daughters. Sir. 

Lear. Death, traitor 1 nothing could have fubdued nature. 
To fuch a lownefs, but bis unkind daughters. 

KingLear^ A£t 3. Scene 5. 
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The'apoftrophe to the winds^ in the opening of Darthula, is in 
the higheft fpirit of poetry. ** But the winds deceive thee, O 
" Darthula ! and deny the woody Etha to thy fails. Thefc arc 

not thy mountains, Nathos, nor is that the roar of thy climbing 
*'. waves. The halls of Cairbar are near, and the towers of the 
** foe lift their head. — Where have ye been, ye fouthern winds ; 
** when the fons of my love were deceived ? But ye have been 
** fporting on plains, and purfaing the thiftle's beard. O that ye 
" had been ruftling in the fails of Nathos, till the hills of Etha 
" rofe! till they rofe in their clouds, and faw their coming 
" chief*!*' This paflage is remarkable for the refemblance it 
bears to an expoftulation with the wood nymphs, on their abfence at 
a critical time ; which, as a favourite poetical idea, Virgil has co- 
pied from Theocritus, and Milton has very happily imitated from 
both. 

Where were ye, nymphs ! when the remorfelefs deep 

Clos'd o'er the head of your lov'd Lycidas ? 

For neither were ye playing on the deep 

Where your old bards, the famous Druids, lie; 

Nor on the ftiaggy top of Mona high. 

Nor yet where Deva fpreads her wizard ftream -f. 

Having now treated fully of Offian*s talents, with rcfpcA to de- 
fcription and imagery, it only remains to make fotne obfervations on 
fais fentiments. No fentiments can be beautiful without being pros- 
per; that is, fuited to the chara<3er and fituation of thofe who utter 
them. In this refpeft, Ofiian is as correct as moft writers. His 
charafters, as above obferved*, are in general well fopported ; which 
could not have been the cafe, had the fentiments been unnatural 
or out of place. A variety of perfonages of different ages, fexes, and 
conditions, are introduced into his poems ; and they fpeak and ad 
with a propriety of fentiment and behaviour, which it is ibrprifing 
to find in fo rude an age. Let the poem of Darthula, throughout, 
be taken as an example. 

•P. 157. 
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But it IS not enough that fenriments be natural and proper. In 
.order to acquire any high degree of poetical merit, they muft alfo he 
fublime and pathetick. 

The fublime is hot confined to fentiment alone. It belongs to dc- 
fcription alfo ; and whether in defcription or in fentiment, imports^ 
fuch ideas prefented to the mind, as raife it to an uncommon degree 
of elevation, and fill it with admiration and aftoniftiment. This is 
the higheft effedl either of eloquence or poetry: And to produce 
this effcdt, requires a genius glowing with the ftrongeft and warmeft 
conception of fome objcdl awful, great or magnificent. That this 
charadter of genius belongs to Offian, may, I think, fufiiciently apu 
pear from many of the paflages I have already had occafion to qupte. 
To produce more inftances,^ were fuperfluous. If the engagement 
of Fingal with the fpirit of Loda, in Carric-thura > if the encoun- 
ters of the armies, in Fingal ; if the addrefs to the fun, in Carthon ; 
if the fimiles founded upon gbofts and fpirits of the night, all for- 
merly mentioned, be not admitted as examples, and illudrious ones 
too, of the true poetical fublime, I conftfs myfclf entirely ignorant 
of this quality in writing.. 

All the circumftances, ihdieed, of Offian's compofition, are fa- 
vourable to the fiiblime, more perhaps than to any other fpeciea of 
beauty. Accuracy and corredtnefs ; artfully connedted narration.; 
cxadl method and proportion of parts, we may look for in poli(hed 
times. The gay and the beautiful, will appear to more advantage 
in the midfl of fmiling fcenery and pleafurable themes. But amidft 
the rude fcenes of nature, amidfi rocks and torrents and whirlwinds 
and battles, dwells the fublime. It is the thunder and the lightning 
of genius. It is the offspring of nature, not of art. It is negligent 
of all the lefTer graces, and perfectly confident with a certain noble 
diforder. It aflociates naturally with that grave and folemn fpirit, 
which diftinguilhes our author. For the fublime, is an awful and 
ferious emotion ; and is heightened by all the images of Trouble,, 
and Terror, and Darknefs. 

Ipfe pater, media nimborum in node, coruict 
Fulmina molitur dextrd ; quo. maxima motu 

Terra 
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Terra trcmit ; fugerc ferae ; & mortalia corda 

Per gentes, humilis ftravit pavor 5 ille, flagranti 

A^t Atho» autRhodopen^ aut alta'Ceraunia tela 

Dcj ici t .' Vi R G . Georg. I. 

Simplicity and concifcnefs, are never-failing charafteriftics of the 
ftile of a fublime writer* He refts on the majefty of his fentiments, 
not on the pomp of his expreffions. The main fecret of being 
fublime, is to fay great things in few, and in plain words: For 
every fuperfluous decoration degrades a fublime idea. The mind 
rifes and fwells, when a lofty defcription or fentiment is prefented to 
it, in its native form* But no fooner does the poet attempt to fpread 
out this fentiment or defcription, and to deck it round and round 
with glittering ornaments, than the mind begins to fall from its 
high elevation -, the tranfport is^ over ; the beautiful may remain^ 
but the fublime is gone. Hence the concife and Ample flyle of 
Oflian, gives great advantage to his fublime conceptions ; and aflifis- 
them in feizing the imagination with full power ^. 

Sublimity as belonging to fentiment, coincides in a great meafure 
with magnanimity, heroifm, and generofity of fentiment. What- 
ever difcoyers human nature in its greateft elevation ; whatever be*^ 
^eaks a high effort of foul ; or fhews a mind fuperior to pleafures, 

^ The noted faying of Julius Caefar, VeAorem non nofle tuumj queai 

to the pilot in a fiorm ; ^* Quid times i numina nunquam 

^ Caefarem vehisi" is magnanimous and Deftituunt ; dequo male tunc for- 

fublime. Lucan, not fatisiied with this tuna meretur, 

' Ample concifenefst refolved to amplify Cum poft vota venit ; medias per-^ 

and improve the thought.* Obferve, how rumpe procellas 

every time he twifts it round, it departs Tutela fecure m^. Coeliifle fre- 

farther from the fublime, till at laft, it tique, 

end in tumid declamation. Non puppis noftraci labor eft. Hanc 

Caefare preflam 

Speme minas, inquit,. Pelagi, ven* A fluAu defendit onu»; 

toque fiirenti Q pld tanta ftrage paratur. 

Trade fmum, Italiam, fi caelo Ignoras ? Quserit pelagi caelique tu-' 

auAore, recufas, multu 

Me, pete. Sola tibi caula bxc eft Qi^id praeftet fortuna mihi.*— ^ 

Xuftatimoria Pharsal. V. 579*^ 



70 A CRITICAL DISSERTATION 

to dangers, and to death, forms what may be called the moral or 
fentirncntal fublime. For this, Oflian is eminently diftinguifhed. 
No poet maintains a higher tone' of virtuous and noble fenti- 
ment, throughout all his works. Particularly in all the fen- 
timents of Fingal, there is a grandeur and loftinefs proper to fwell 
the mind with the higheft ideas of human perfeftion. Wherever 
he appears, we behold the hero. The objecfls which he purfues, 
are always truly great j to bend the proud j fo protedt the injured ; 
to defend his friends ; to overcome his enemies by generofity more 
than by force. A portion of the fame fpirit aduatcs all the other 
heroes. Valour reigns; but it is a generous valour, void of cruelty, 
animated by honour, not by hatred. We behold no debafing paf- 
iions among Fingars warriors; no fpirit of avarice or of infult; 
but a perpetual contention for fame 5 a defire of being diflinguifhed 
and remembered for gallant adions ; a love of juftice j and a zea- 
lous attachment to their friends and their country. Such is the 
ftrain of fentiment in the works of Oflian. 

But the fublimity of moral fentiments, tf they wantedthe fofien- 
ing of the tender, would be' an hazard of giving a hard and ftifF 
air to poetry. It is not enough to admire. Admiration is a cold 
feeling, in comparifon of that deep intereft, which the heart takes 
in tender and patlictick fcenes j where, by a myftcrious attachment 
to the objedts of oompaffion, we are pleafed and delighted, even 
whilft we mourn. With fcenes of this kind, Oiiian.aboands; and 
his high merit in thefe, is inconteflable. He may be blamed for 
drawing tears too often from our eyes; but that he has the power 
of commanding them, I believe no man, who has the leaft fenfibi- 
lity, willqucftion. The general charader of his poetry, is the he- 
roic mixed with th6 elegiac ftrain -, admiration tempered with 
pity. Ever fond of giving^ as he cxprefTes it, " the joy of grief," 
it is vifibl^, that on all mov^ing fubyeds, he deligfats to exert his ge- 
nius ; and accordingly," never were there finer pathetick fitu^tions, 
than vvhat his works prefent His great art in managing Iheto, lies 
in -givjihg vent to thje fimple and nMunal emotioi;i6 of the heart. We 
meet with no Exaggerated declamation ; no fubtile refiiTements on 
for row ; no fubftitution of defcription in place of paflion. Oflian 
felt ftrongly himfelf s and the heart when uttering its native lan- 
guage 
6 
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giiage- never fails, by ppwerful fympathy, to affedt the heart. A 
great variety of examples might be produced. We need only open 
the book to find them .every where. What, for inftance, can be 
more moving, than the lamentations of Oithona, after her misfor- 
tune ? Gaul, the fon of Morni, her lover, ignorant of what (he had 
fuffered, ^omes to her refcue. Their meeting is tender in the 
higheft degree. He propofes to engage her foe, in fingle combat, 
and gives her in charge what {he is to do, if he himfclf fhall fall, 
^^^ And (hall the daughter of Nu'ath live, (he replied with a burfting 
figh ? Shall I live in Tromathon, ajid the fon of Morni low ? 
My heart is not of that rock ; nor my foul carelefs as that fea, 
•• which lifts its blue waves to every wind, and rolls beneath the- 
ftorm. The blaft, which (liall lay thee low, (hall fpread the 
branches of Oithona on earth. We (hall wither together, fon of" 
car-borne Morni ! The narrow houfe i» pleafant to me; and the 
grey (lone of tiie dead ; for never more will I leave thy rocks, fea* 

** furroundcd Tromathon ! Chief of Strumon, why cameft thou 

over the waves to Nuath's mournful daughter ? Why did not I 
pafs away in fecret, like the flower of the rock, that lifts its fair 
head unfeen, and (Irews its withered leaves on the blaft ? Why 

didft thou come, O Gaul I to hear my departing (igh ? O had 

I dwelt at Duvranna, in the bright beams of my fame ! Then 
*« had m/ years come on with joy ; and the virgins would blcfs my 
" fteps. But I fall in youth, fon of Morni, and my father (hall 
•^ blufh in his hall */' 

Oithona mourns like a woman; in. Cuchullin's cxpreflions of 
grief after his defeat, we behold the fentiments of a hero, generous^ 
but defponding. The fituation is remarkably fine. CuchuUin, 
rouzed from his cave, by the noife of battle, fees Fingal viSorious 
in the field. He is defcribed as kindling at the fight. ** His hand 

is on the fword of his fathers; his red-rolling eyes on the foe. 

He thrice attempted to rufli to battle ; and thrice did Connal ftop 
** him ;" fuggefting, that Fingal was routing the foe ; and that he 
ought not by the (how of fuperfluous aid, to deprive the king of any 
part of the honour of a viftory, which was owing to him alonc> 

♦ P. 244, 24S> 248. 

Cuchullia 
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Cuchullin yields to this generous fcntiment ; but we fee it ftinging 
him to the heart with the fenfc of his own difgrace. ** Then, 
" Carril, go, replied the chief, and greet the king of Morven. 
** When Lochlin falls away like a ftream after rain, and the noifc 
*' of the battle is over. Then be thy voice fweet in his ear, to 
** praife the king of fwords. Give him the fword of Cailhbat ; for 
** Cuchullin is worthy no more to lift the arms of his fathers. But, 
** O ye ghofts of the k>nely Cromla ! Ye fouls of chiefs that are no 
^' more ! Be ye the companions of Cuchullin, and talk to him in 
" the cave of his forrow. For never more (hall I be renowned 
** among the mighty in the land. I am like a beam that has fhone : 
'^ Like a mifl: that has fled away ; when the blaft of the morning 
** came, and brightened the (haggy fide of the hill. Connal ! Talk 
*•* of arms no more: Departed is my fame. My fighs (hall be on 
«* Cromla's wind ; till my footfteps ceafe to be fcen. And thou, 
** white-bofomed Bragela ! mourn over the fall of my fame j for 
*^ vanquiihed, I will never return to thee, thou fun-beam of Dun- 
^* fcaich*! 



^ftuat Ingens 



Uno in corde pudor, lu<f!tufque, & confcia virtus. 

Befides fuch extended pathetick fpenes, 0{fian frequently pierces 
thcl>eart by a fingle unexpected ftroke. When Ofcar fell in battle, 
** No father mourned his fon (lain in youth ; no brother, his bro- 
^* therof love; they fell without tears, for the chief of the people 
** was low -f-." In the admirable interview of Heftor.with An- 
<]romache, in the fixth Iliad, the circumftance of the child in his 
jiurfe's arms, has often been remarked, as adding much to the ten- 
dcrnefs of the fcene. In the following pafTage relating to the death 
of Cuchullin, we find a circumftance that muft ftrike the imagina- 
tion with ftill greater force. " And is the fon of Semo fallen ? 
•* faid Carril with a figh. Mournful are Tura's walls, and forrow 
** dwells at Dunfcaich. Thy fpoufe is left alone in her youth j the 
** fon of thy love is alone. He (hall come to Bragela, and alk her 
** why (he weep?'. He (hall lift his eyes to the wall, and fee his 
^' father's fword. Whofe fword is that ? he will fay ; and the 

*P.6o. i P. 182. 
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•* foul of his mother is fad */' Soon after Fingal had (hewn all the 
grief of a father's heart for Ry no, one of his fons, fallen in battle^ 
he is calling, after his accuftomed manner, his fons to the chace» 
" Call/' fays he, " Fillan and Ryno — But he is not here~My 
** foarefts on the bed of death -f-/'— This unexpected ftart of an- 
guifb, is worthy of the higheft tragic poet,. 



If (he come in, (he'H fare fpcak to my wife 

My wife ! my wife — What wife ? — I have no wife — 

Oh infupportable ! Oh heavy hour ! 

Othello^ Aft. 5. Scene 7^ 

The contrivance of the incident in both poets is iimilar ; but the 
circumftances are varied with judgment. Othello dwells upon the 
name of wife, when it had faUen from him, with the confufioa 
and horror of one tortured with guilt. Fingal, with the dignity of 
a hero, corrects himfelf, and fupprefles his rifing grief! 

The contrail which Oflian frequently makes between his prefent 
and his former ftate, diffufes over his whole poetry, a folemn pathe- 
tick air, which cannot fail to make impreflion on every heart. The 
conclufion of the fongs of Selma, is particularly cakulated for this. 
purpoie. Nothing can be more poetical and tender, or can leave 
upon the mind, a ftronger, and more afiedting idea of the venerable 
aged bard. *^ Such were the words of the bards in the days of the 
'* fong ; when the king heard the mofic of harps, and the tales of 
^' other times. The chiefs gathered from all their hills, and heard 
the lovely found. They praifed the voice of Cona \, ; the firft 
among a thouland bards. But age is now on my tongue, and my 
'* foul has failed. I hear, fometimes, the ghofls of bards, and leara 
*^ their pleafant fong. But memory fails on my mind ; I hear the 
** call of years. They fay, as they pafs along ; why docs Oflian 
^* iing } Soon ihall he lie in the narrow houfe, and no bard {halt 
^^ raife his fame. Roll on, ye dark-brown years f for ye bring na 
joy in your courie. Let the tomb open to Oflian, for his ftrength 
has failed. The fons of the fong are gone to reft. My voice re«- 
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£a •^ mains» 



74 



A CRITICAL DISSERTATION 



" mains, like a blaft, that roars lonely on a fea-furrounded rock, af- 
*' ter the winds are laid. The dark mofs whiftles there, and the 
*' diftant mariner fees the waving trees * ** 

.Upon the whole; if to feel ftrongly, and to defcribe naturally, 
be the two chief ingredients in poetical genius, Ofllan mud, after 
fair examination, be held to poflefs that genius in a high degree. 
The queftiori is not, whether a few improprieties may be 
pointed out in his works j whether this, or that paflage, might 
not have been worked 'up with more art and fkill, by fome 
vvriter of happier times? A thoufand fuch cold and frivolous 
criiicifms, are altogether indecifive as to his genuine merit. 
But, has he the fpirit, the fire, the infpiration of a poet? Does- he 
utter the voce of nature? Docs he elevate by his feritiments ? Does 
he intcreft by his defcriptions ? Does he paint to the heart as well as 
to the fancy ? Does he make his readers glow, and tremble, and 
weep ? Thefe are the great charafterifticks of true poetry. Whertf 
tjiefe are found, he mud be a. minute critic indeed, who can dwell 
upon flight defefts. A few beauties of this high kind, tranfceiid 
whole volumes of faultlefs mediocHty. Uncouth and abrupt, 
Oflian may fometimcs appear by reafon of his concifencfs. But he is 
fublime, he is pathetick, in an eminent degree. If he has not the 
extcnfive knowledge^ the regular dignity of narration, the fulnefs 
and accuracy of defcription, which we find in Homer and Virgil, 
yet in ftrength of imagination, in grandeur of fentimeht, in native 
majefty of paflion, he is fully their equal. If he flows not always 
like a clear ftream, yet he breaks forth often like a torrent of fire. Of 
art too, he is far from being deftttute; and his imagination is re- 
markable for delicacy as well as ftrength. Seldom or never is he ei- 
ther trifling or tedious ; and if he be thought too melancholy, yet he 
is always moral. Though his merit u^re in other refpeds much lefs 
than it is, this alone ought to entitle him to high regard, that his 
writings are remarkably favourable to virtue. They awake the ten- 
dereft fympathies, and infpire the mod generous emotions. No 
reader can rife from him, without being warmed with the fen ti- 
ments of humanity, virtue and honour. 
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Though unacquainted with the original language, there is no one 
but muft judge the tranflation to deferve the higheft praifc, on ac- 
count of its beauty and elegance. Of its faithfulnefs and accuracy, 
I have been aflured by pcrfons'3fkilJcd in thfe Gah'c tongue, who 
from their youth, were acquainted with many of thefe poems of 
Offian. To transfufe fuch fpirited and fervid ideas from one J*n- 
guagc into another; to tranflate literally, and yet with fuch a glow, 
of poetry ; to keep alive fo much paffion, and fupport fo much 
dignity throughout, is on^ of tlie mdft difficult works of genius, 
and proves the tranflator to have been animated with no fmall por- 
tion of Offian's fpirit. • • 

. The meafured profe which' he h^s employed, poffeiTes confider- 
able advantages above any fort of verfification he could havcchofen. 
Whilftit pkafes and fills the ear with a variety of harmonious ca- 
dences, being, at the (ame time^ freer from conftraint in- the choice 
and arrangement of words, it 3U0W5 the fpirit of the original to be 
exhibited with more juflnefs, f6rce, and'fimplicity. Elegant how- 
ever, and noaderly as Mr. Macpherfon's tranflation is, we mufl: 
never ftn-get, wbWft w6 read it^' that we are putting the met if of 
the original to a fevere teft. For, we are. examining a poet, 
ft ripped of his'mtive drefs; divcftcd of the'harmofty ^f his own 
numbers. We know how much grace and energy the works of the 
Greek and Latin poets receive from the charm of verfification in 
their original languages. If then, deftitute of this advantage, ex- 
hibited m a literal vf rfion, Offian flill ha6 power to pleafe as a poet ; 
and not to pleafe only, but often to command, to tranfport, to melt 
the' heart; we niay very: fafelry infer, that his produftions are the 
offspring of tru^ and uncommon genius ; and we may boldly 
afTign him a place among thofe, whofe works are to lafl for ages. 
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